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Chapter One

At the sudden clanging of a fire-engine’s bell close by, the two women facing each other over a front garden gate abruptly stopped their gossiping and watched in silence as the engine careered past them to speed off down the road.

Tess Potts turned her attention back to the woman with whom she was in mid-conversation. Tess was a huge woman, her monstrous rolls of fat covered by a bell-shaped Crimplene dress of vivid orange heavily patterned with psychedelic swirls of brown and cream. The dress, having been worn continually for well over a fortnight, was dirty and stained, particularly down the front with amongst other things the greasy remains of fish and chips covered in dollops of tomato sauce that had been eaten out of newspaper the previous night. Personal hygiene was something Tess did not practise personally or insist upon from her family, and consequently all the Pottses emitted a powerful stench. Behind her back Tess’s nickname hereabouts was Piss Pot; her equally as filthy husband was known as Cesspit,  and the four unfortunate offspring of this foul couple all had names prefixed with the handle Stinker.

Tess unburdened herself of several parcels she was carrying, putting them down on the grimy pavement, and made to lean on the rickety gate then thought better of it, realising it was falling to bits as it was and her hefty weight pressed on it might just finish it off. She didn’t want to risk a verbal exchange which would inevitably lead to flying fists as they argued the toss over who was responsible for repair. Normally Tess loved a good fight, was usually the one to instigate it, but at this moment she had some stuff she was in a hurry to offload and was hopeful that her neighbour, one of her best customers, would oblige so the last thing she wanted to do was antagonise her.

‘My guess is bleeding kids have set fire to one of them abandoned wrecks on the green again,’ Tess matter-of-factly announced.

Avril Downs gave a superior sniff, folding her arms under her flat chest. ‘One of your bleeding kids most probably.’

Pursing her fat lips, Tess nodded almost proudly. ‘More than likely.’ Then before she could stop herself, she barked defensively, ‘But they ain’t doing n’ote your lot have never got up to. Your Colin ain’t the little angel you mek him out to be, your Caitlyn’s definitely no saint, and as for your Ray . . . well, what can I say about him? ’Cept it’s a pity he wasn’t just a little bit cleverer and then he wouldn’t be in jail.’

Avril’s thin lips tightened into a murderous scowl,  the wrinkles on her face forming deep crevices around her mouth. Her extremely hard life and inherited thinness from her mother’s side gave her the appearance of someone at least ten years older than her actual forty-two. ‘My Ray had no idea that telly was stolen,’ she snarled.

Tess’s piggy eyes danced maliciously. ‘No idea, my arse! ’Course he knew. Ray’s as guilty as sin and you know he is. He’s lucky he’s got away with what he has. You should count yerself fortunate that the judge who passed sentence on him for handling that stolen telly hadn’t a clue about all the rest of the stuff that’s been through his hands too or he’d have been put away for a damned sight longer than a year.’

Normally Avril would have lashed out at anyone daring to speak in such derogatory terms about any of her children, especially her beloved son Ray, but Tess hopefully had some items she was interested in purchasing - at the right price, of course - and she didn’t want to upset her and risk losing her chance of first pickings. Tess might stink to high heaven, and keep a house best avoided by people who cared about their health, but when it came to making a bob or two on the side, her acquisitions were as good as the next person’s. Besides, although Avril would never admit it even on her death bed, Tess spoke the truth. Her eldest son Ray had shown flair for being light-fingered from an early age, and that skill had proved to be her salvation on more occasions than she cared to remember, doing much towards helping feed and  clothe the rest of the family.

The father of her children, Daniel Downs, had been a good-looking, raven-haired Irish navvy. She had fallen head over heels for him the moment she had set eyes on his rippling muscles while he dug a huge hole in the road so the Water Board could repair a burst main. It had been 1940, Daniel was twenty-four and Avril then sixteen years old, ripening very nicely into womanhood but as naïve as a newly appointed choir boy. The terrible war raging in Europe had brought with it hardships on an unprecedented scale. And on top of everything else they’d had to endure, their carefree youth cruelly stripped from them, the young women of Leicester were suffering from a dire shortage of eligible young men. A find like Daniel was a rarity.

As she had gingerly negotiated a plank of wood spanning the hole, Danny, who had avoided being called up to do his bit for the war due to Ireland being neutral, and if they hadn’t been he would have found some way to get out of it, leaned on his shovel and fixed his eyes on her then shapely legs. Liking what he saw very much, he cockily shouted up to ask if she fancied going out for a drink with him. Within weeks he had persuaded Avril’s widowed mother to allow him to marry her only daughter. She hadn’t really any choice by then anyway unless she wanted her first grandchild arriving in the world illegitimate.

Not long after their wedding day Avril discovered that her husband was only charming when there was something to be gained. Otherwise he was a wastrel  and a bully who had deliberately set out to get the innocent girl pregnant in order to ensure his own residency in England and all the home comforts Avril’s mother’s crumbling terraced house afforded him, which was still better than the squalid lodgings he’d lived in before. Besides, he’d reached a stage in his life when he wanted to be taken care of, and Avril and her mother were just the types he felt he could bully into doing so.

Their marriage was extremely turbulent and during the nine years it lasted Avril produced seven children, of whom only five survived infancy. For the rest of her life she would carry the scars of the vicious beatings her husband awarded her whenever the mood took him, while her mother stood helplessly by. It was a great relief when finally, after a violent row one Saturday night, he left Avril, then some weeks pregnant with her seventh child, and raged out of the house with the contents of her purse and the smashed gas meter. Not a word had been heard from him since.

Avril lurched from one financial crisis to another as she struggled single-handedly to feed and clothe her surviving offspring of four boys and one girl as well as her ageing mother whose meagre widow’s pension barely fed her let alone paid for anything else. They had to scrape by on the couple of pounds Avril earned from her job as an early-morning cleaner at a local factory, donations from kindly souls who lived nearby, handouts from charitable organisations, and on what her elder children managed to swipe on their daily  foraging sprees around local shops and late-evening visits to the market.

The massive slum clearance project that Leicester City Council had begun in the 1930s plucked the Downses out of their uninhabitable two-up, two-down terrace and deposited them in a modern threebedroomed house on the North Braunstone Estate, a sprawling council development on the edge of the city bordering countryside. Carrying what they could of their few threadbare possessions, the rest piled haphazardly into a rusting coach pram, the bedraggled family had arrived in front of their new abode and stared at it in wonder, all unable to comprehend that this palace was their new home. In fact, it was far from luxurious with an outside lavatory, and inside only one coldwater tap set over the square pot sink in the kitchen which often froze in winter. Hot water had to be laboriously heated in the gas-fired copper.

Unfortunately, providing better housing for the poor of the city did not do anything to lift them out of the poverty trap and they were still forced to live by their wits, supporting themselves by any means they could find, and often only barely getting by.

Jobs were plentiful in post-war Britain, especially in industrial Leicester. For the skilled workforce a prosperous lifestyle was possible, but for the unskilled it was a different matter. For those who did want to find work, wages were still appallingly low, and conditions in many cases not much improved from those their ancestors had worked in at the turn of the century.  Regardless, the majority felt it their right to have decent furniture and modern household equipment, whether they could afford it or not. As a result unpayable hire-purchase debts were the bane of practically every household on the North Braunstone Estate, as were unpaid debts to the tally man, loan sharks, even the bread and milk man, and consequently acquiring what you wanted by illegal methods was commonplace. The North Braunstone Estate became infamous, known as ‘Dodge City’, and the corporation bus that ran through it ‘The Dodge Stagecoach’.

Avril had long ago lost any sense of shame for the petty misdemeanours her family were forced to commit in order to survive. Her conscience vanished after her tyrannical husband left her penniless with five young children to raise as well as the care of her arthritic mother. She knew that what the Downses did to get by was not right, but neither could she condemn it as wrong if it kept food on their table and the children dressed and shod, albeit shabbily. Indeed, she felt proud that against the odds she had managed to keep her family together.

Now she glanced down at the parcels Piss Pot had dumped on the pavement, then fixed her eyes enquiringly on the unsavoury woman. ‘What yer got then?’ she asked.

 

Upstairs in the box room Caitlyn Downs glanced over the rooftops towards a cloud of black smoke billowing skywards.

‘Looks like there’s a good fire blazing across by Hand Avenue way. I bet kids have set fire to one of the wrecks on the green.’ Her face clouded over. ‘I hope for his sake our Colin ain’t involved. Mam says if she gets the police knocking on the door for anything else he’s got up to this week then she personally will kick his legs from under him and he won’t see daylight for a month of Sundays. She’s worried that if the coppers are constantly on our doorstep, one of these days they’re going to catch us with something in the house that shouldn’t be and it’ll be her in jail next.

‘Mind you, fat lot of good her threats are. Colin doesn’t take a blind bit of notice. You wait ’til our Ray gets home, he’ll sort that little tyke out with no by your leave. Our Ray might be some things but he’s always respected our mam. He’ll knock our Colin’s block off when he finds out how much trouble he’s been in while he’s been inside.’

Then she glanced down to the scene by the garden gate.

‘I see Piss Pot has collected the catalogue parcels. It makes me laugh! Mam can’t stand Piss Pot, usually avoids her like the plague, but whenever she’s got something to offload me mam suddenly becomes her bosom buddy.’

She turned around and looked across at her friend Shirley Haggar who was sitting on an old piano stool by the dressing table, peering at herself in the mirror, pursing her lips as she tried on Caitlyn’s new lipstick which she had treated herself to from Woolworth’s  cosmetics counter on her last half-day off work.

The small room at the top of the stairs was just big enough to hold a single bed, wardrobe and dressing table which Caitlyn, or Lynnie as she was affectionately called by all who knew her, had actually constructed herself using two piles of old house bricks as side props and spanning them with a piece of chipboard. Covering the bricks and concealed hole in the middle which Caitlyn used as a place to store her most personal items, not for her brothers’ inquisitive eyes, was an offcut of pink gingham material held in place by intermittent drawing pins.

The walls of the room were still covered with the gaudy cheap floral paper the council had slapped up when the house was first built, which after fifteen years of the family’s occupancy - like the rest of the walls in the house - was badly faded and torn in places. The original cheap white gloss on the woodwork was now a dingy cream. An old strip of lino, salvaged from an unlit bonfire not long after the Downses had moved in, covered the floor. Without the luxury of central heating, Lynnie’s room was stifling hot in summer and bitterly cold in winter.

‘The catalogue company is surely going to cotton on to what Piss Pot is up to one of these days,’ she remarked.

Shirley gave a chuckle as she sat back and admired herself.

‘Yer’ve gotta admire her though, ain’t yer?’ she said, turning to look at her friend. ‘I mean, it’s hard work  keeping a check on people moving out of houses, then ordering stuff in their name and lying in wait for the delivery man to drop it off. Even when they do eventually cotton on to what’s going on when the weekly payments are called for and they find the house empty, they’ll never be able to pin this scam on Piss Pot unless they catch her red-handed and she’s far too clever for that. Besides, half this street wouldn’t have blankets on their beds or clothes on their backs if it wasn’t for Piss Pot and her scams . . .

‘I like this shade, Lynnie. It suits me, dunnit? Can I have it?’

‘No, you can’t. I haven’t used it myself yet and it cost me one and six! If you like it that much, I’ll get you one for your birthday.’

Shirley’s face fell. ‘That’s months away.’

‘Well, you’ll either have to wait or buy your own.’

She issued a forlorn sigh.

‘I can’t buy ’ote for meself at the minute, Lynnie. Any spare money we scrape together is spent on baby stuff for this little blighter,’ she said, patting her swollen stomach.

Lynnie flopped down on her bed, folding her arms under her head and stared up at the ceiling.

‘Shirley, do you ever dream of walking into a shop and buying anything you want?’

Her friend gawked at her, surprised.

‘Doesn’t any woman? But yer can get anything yer want anyway, by getting it on tick.’

‘No, I don’t mean on tick. I mean, paying for it in  cash. Money that you’ve earned yourself and not borrowed. Spare money that’s not supposed to be for bills.’

Shirley pulled a wry face.

‘’Course I do, but that ain’t ever likely to happen on the paltry wage I get for slaving eight and a half hours a day making sausages in that stinking meat factory. No wonder I can’t stand the sight of sausages after I’ve seen what goes in ’em.’ Her face filled with a look of utter disgust and she gave a violent shudder. ‘Neither would you if I told yer. I bleddy hate my job and I’ll be glad when I leave it in a few weeks’ time, though God knows how we’re gonna manage without the money I earn. I can see us living with me mam for ever, and believe me, that thought terrifies me to death. You know as well as I do that she ain’t the easiest of women to get along with.’

‘Mmm,’ Lynnie murmured. Her own mother could be very trying at times, but Shirley’s was just downright lazy and expected her children to run after her in every way, her reasoning being that since she had raised them they could return the favour by looking after her and their equally lazy father now. ‘The council will allocate you your own place soon after the baby’s born. They know your mam’s house is bursting at the seams as it is with all your brothers and sisters, and you and Pete having to sleep on a mattress behind the table in the living room.’

‘Our own house,’ Shirley uttered wistfully. ‘That would be just heaven. You know as well as I do that  it’s purgatory in ours. Always someone bellowing for summat or me mam and dad arguing, telly blaring out from the minute transmission starts to when it shuts down at night. I ain’t bothered for meself but because me dad don’t work himself, he doesn’t seem to consider that Pete’s to get up at six in the morning and can’t get to sleep until he’s switched it off and gone to bed. We’ve no privacy at all. We have ter wait until the coast is clear before we can even consider a bit of the other.’ She gave a miserable sigh. ‘But even if we were given a house, without my wage coming in we’d really struggle to pay the rent and feed ourselves. And getting some furniture together is another matter.’

Lynnie smiled across at her reassuringly.

‘Well, when you do get a house maybe you could get a neighbour to watch the little one while you do a part-time job. I bet a woman with a few kids herself who can’t get out to work would be glad of the chance to earn a couple of bob and what you’ve left would help towards yer bills. And I shouldn’t worry about furniture. Our Ray will be out of prison soon, and as my closest friend he’ll see you right. He knows people who can get whatever you need for a fraction of its real worth.’

‘That’d suit me, Lynnie, but Pete . . . well, he won’t hear of it. He’s that honest if he’s given too much change he hands it back, no matter how much of a godsend those few coppers’d be to us. He says it’d frighten him senseless if every time someone knocked on the door it could be the rozzers on the other side,  waiting to pounce, and he could land up in jail. Since his dad got put away for twenty-five years for being involved in that armed robbery, and he saw his mother work herself into an early grave raising him and his sisters, Pete won’t have anything to do with ’ote that ain’t above board.’

‘Well, I admire your husband for his principles, Shirl, but when all’s said and done, needs must. As well as you Pete’s got a baby to think of now, and he’ll soon realise when it arrives that if he’s to provide for you both half-decent, which he’ll be hard pushed to do on his dustbin man’s wages, then some of his conscience will have to fly out of the window. No use clinging on to it when the baby’s crying out in hunger ’cos you can’t afford to buy any national dried milk. If someone offers him milk cheap then he’ll snap their hand off for it, believe me he will, if the alternative is letting his child starve.’

‘I expect yer right, Lynnie, but as it stands now it don’t matter how much I reason with him, Pete puts his foot down. What we have, we have legit or we don’t have it at all. If we ain’t got the money for it, we go without. I love him dearly but that trait in him can be a bloody pain at times, especially when yer get the chance to buy summat you’d otherwise never be able to afford.’

Lynnie eyed her knowingly.

‘Believe it or not, my mam and grandma were as honest as daylight once, would never have dreamed of doing anything even a little bit crooked. After me  grandad died and money was short, me grandma often went without food herself so she could feed me mam, and she’d sit in the dark at night to save a few coppers on the gas. But when me dad went off like he did it was a different matter. Mam was left on her own with seven mouths to feed and no trade behind her because me dad got her pregnant with me so young any jobs she could get were so badly paid it was hardly worth doing them. When he’d gone, though, she had no choice but to accept any offers that came her way. Without what we kids and especially our Ray brought home, we’d definitely have ended up on the streets and more than likely starved. Some people, who don’t have a clue how hard it’s been for people like us, just see us as petty criminals, Shirl, but we see what we do to earn a few extra coppers as the difference between life and death. And how can that be wrong, eh?’

Shirley nodded. ‘I agree with yer, Lynnie, and I’ve said as much to Pete but he won’t budge, said he’d die sooner than resort to anything underhand. He gave me the third degree over that set of pans I bought for our bottom drawer off Winnie James whose husband got hold of all that fire-damaged stock from the warehouse that went up in smoke the other week. Those pans are ever such good quality, Lynnie, far better than I could afford if I had to buy ’em from a shop, but Pete didn’t care about the quality - he just wanted to know if I’d bought them honestly. I lied to me back teeth and managed to convince him the pans were kosher, but if he’d had any notion I knew that Win’s old man was  one of the arsonists hired by the owner of that warehouse to torch the place, and the stock was part of his pay off, Pete’d have hit the roof.’

Lynnie looked surprised. ‘Win’s husband was behind that, was he? I didn’t know that.’

‘I only know meself ’cos I heard her bragging to our neighbour when I was hanging out some washing. You should have heard what she’s bought with her share of the proceeds! Mind you, knowing Win’s old man, I doubt she saw much of what he made. Regardless, she’s kitted out all her kids with shoes and new coats, and twice last week they had frying steak for dinner.’

Lynnie frowned as a memory struck her.

‘The night watchman of that warehouse got badly burned in the blaze, didn’t he, trying to stop what was going on?’

‘Well, more fool him. He should have made a run for it when he realised what were happening instead of trying to defend the place.’

Lynnie sat bolt upright and glared across at her friend, appalled.

‘I’m surprised at you saying that, Shirl. The man was just trying to do his job. Look, I know me and my brothers will never go to heaven after some of the things we’ve got up to to help me mam out, especially our Ray, but even we’ve got morals. Nothing we’ve ever done has hurt anyone, except maybe dent the pockets a little of those that can afford it.

‘Okay, our Ray got sloppy over his handling of that telly and is paying for his mistakes now. He’s lost his  job through his own stupidity - but the ironic thing was that the money he expected to make from it was going to be used to buy our Colin some new trousers and an anorak for school that he badly needed. I think it’s dreadful that Win can go about bragging like she has when someone was hurt in the process and decent people lost their jobs through the owner being greedy. That’s wrong, Shirl. When they set fire to that warehouse they should have made sure the place was empty. At the very least got the watchman out of the way on some pretext or other before they did what they did. I’m shocked you bought those pans off Win, knowing that innocent old man will probably never work again after what happened to him.’

Shirley’s face clouded over in shame.

‘Yer right, Lynnie. I should have refused them but I was so glad to get ’em cheaply I forgot meself.’

‘Well, it’s done now so there’s no point in beating yourself up over it.’

Shirley looked across at her. Lynnie was her best friend, had been since coming to her aid and punching a girl at school on the jaw for bullying her when they were both twelve years old. From that moment on their friendship had flourished, but it didn’t stop Shirley from being envious of Lynnie sometimes because she was taller than Shirley and very shapely, possessing an arresting face, the kind that people looked at twice, framed by brunette hair so dark it was almost black.

Poor Shirley was short and dumpy despite permanently dieting, and her round face barely drew a second  glance from anyone except for her husband Pete. She felt herself fortunate to have met him. He might not be the handsomest of men or the most intelligent but he loved his wife and couldn’t wait to be a father, was desperate for the day when they could move into a home of their own and he could look after his family without Shirley’s parents’ constant interference. Pete wanted to do right by her, and although sometimes his high principles went against her upbringing and could be very frustrating, Shirley couldn’t fault his motives. He didn’t want his wife to have to live like his mother had, and would do anything to avoid that.

She suddenly realised the time and struggled to get up off the stool.

‘I’d best be off, Lynnie. I promised me mam I’d get the tea tonight, and I might be married and expecting a baby but she still clouts me lugs if I don’t pull me weight. What time is Ozzie due?’

‘About two hours ago,’ Lynnie replied tersely, easing herself off the bed to stand next to her friend.

‘Oh, I wonder what’s keeping him?’

Lynnie eyed her meaningfully.

‘I’ll give you two guesses, and he’ll bear the full brunt of my annoyance when he does finally get here. We were supposed to go and see the Vicar this afternoon to discuss wedding dates, but I should have guessed from past experience he’d no intention of showing. I wonder what his excuse will be this time?’

‘Oh, but maybe he’s ill or summat, Lynnie.’ When she gave a disbelieving look, Shirley continued, ‘I hope  yer gonna wait to get married ’til after me baby’s born? I don’t fancy the idea of waddling down the aisle with me waters breaking. Can’t you just imagine me, giving birth on the altar?’

Lynnie giggled at the thought, then her laughter faded and her face clouded over. ‘I should think you’ll have had your fourth child and be planning no more by the time me and Ozzie finally make it up the aisle.’ Her voice lowering, she added distractedly, ‘That’s if we ever do get married.’

Shirley frowned at her quizzically.

‘What d’you mean, Lynnie?’

‘Oh, just that if I ever get Ozzie to set a date, it’ll be a bloody miracle. He’s forever telling me he loves me, wants me to be the mother of his kids, reckons he’s saving to buy us a little terrace down off the Hinckley Road. But . . .’

‘But what, Lynnie?’

She gave a shrug.

‘Oh, I dunno, I sometimes have a feeling it’s all just words with Ozzie to keep me sweet. I’ve lost count of the number of excuses he’s thrown at me for letting the Vicar down after we’ve made an appointment to see him. Considering the time it is now that’s probably going to be the case again today. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Vicar flatly refused to make another appointment with us.’ She gave a deep sigh. ‘I used to believe Ozzie’s excuses, Shirley, ’cos I wanted to believe them, but I’m beginning to wonder if maybe he’s terrified of losing his freedom. I tell you, Shirl, I’m getting a little  fed up of his false promises. I’m twenty-four and close to being on the shelf. If he doesn’t watch out, I’m in danger of going off and finding someone else.’

Shirley laughed at the absurdity of her friend’s statement. ‘Yer don’t mean that! You and Ozzie have been an item since you met at the youth club when you were both fourteen years old. He worships you, Lynnie, and you do him. He’d be devastated if you left him.’

‘Then he should do more to show me that he cares.’ She scraped her hands through her hair. ‘I can’t imagine life without Ozzie, Shirl, but I’ve started wondering whether that’s just because I’ve been with him so long. Well, he’s the only serious boyfriend I’ve ever had. But I do know one thing: he takes me for granted. He’s absolutely convinced I’d never carry out my threats to leave him, and he’s right, isn’t he? I never have.’ Her dark blue eyes narrowed resolutely. ‘But one day, if he’s not careful, he’s going to get a shock. And I’ve a feeling today’s the day unless he gets his act together.’

Shirley frowned. ‘I wouldn’t like to be in his shoes when he does finally stroll in.’

‘Well, he should have thought about the consequences before he let me down once again. I warned him last night that I’d be far from pleased if he didn’t show at two o’clock like he promised. If it was his mates he’d made the arrangement with it’d be a different matter. He’d be there, boots blacked, before the clock struck the hour. But not for me. Like always, he knows I’ll be waiting, knows I’ll be annoyed and give him hell, but thinks all he has to do is turn on the  charm and I’ll be putty in his hands. Well, I think I’ve come to the end of my tether, Shirl. I just feel that if I don’t make some sort of stand now then this situation between us will just carry on and I’ll end up a withered old spinster.’

Shirley laughed again at her friend’s determination then eyed her sharply. ‘I ain’t never heard you talk like this before, Lynnie. What’s the matter with yer, do you reckon?’

She shrugged. ‘I dunno, Shirl. I just feel restless, have done for a few days now.’ She paused and frowned in thought, then said distractedly, ‘I’ve felt like this since I bumped into Pauline Babcock in Lewis’s last Wednesday afternoon.’

‘Pauline Babcock? Who’s she when she’s at home? Oh, yer mean that stuck-up cow that always had a nose in a book at school? We used to call her Professor, didn’t we?’

‘Yeah, and I’m ashamed to remember some of the stick we gave her. We were always taking the mickey out of her. But I tell you, Shirl, she’s made something of herself, which is something we can’t say. She did a course in accounts at the technical college and works as a clerk for an office in the city centre. She was telling me she’s up for promotion. She was on her way to see a client and cutting through Lewis’s as a short cut. She was wearing a smart suit and had herself a nice leather handbag, not plastic like ours.’

‘So what if my bag is only plastic?’ Shirley said defensively.

‘Mine’s plastic too,’ Lynnie shot back at her. ‘I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with having a plastic handbag, but let’s be honest, Shirl, both of us would prefer leather if we could afford it and we’d be liars if we said otherwise. I felt so humiliated when Pauline asked me what I did for a job. I lied, Shirl. After the way we treated her at school, always acting superior to her, I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her what I actually did.’

‘So what did yer tell her?’

‘That I was a manager in a posh clothes shop with several staff under me.’

‘Oh, Lynnie, you fibber!’

‘Oh, don’t start being all righteous with me, I know you’d have done the same in my position. To make matters worse, I had to change the subject quickly when she asked what shop it was so she could come and see what we stocked. But let’s face it, Shirl, if we’d spent more time listening to the teacher like Pauline did, than mucking about being far more interested in catching the boys’ eyes and talking about the new releases, I might really have ended up the manager of a posh clothes shop.’

Shirley sniffed haughtily.

‘Well, yeah, I suppose you’ve a point. But regardless of the fact me and yer family were shocked when yer gave up yer job at the Three Sisters to take the one yer did, and did our best to talk you out of it, you like that job, Lynnie.’

‘Yes, I do. Naughty of me, I know, but to be honest I  think I was hell-bent on getting it because of your reactions. I never know why people think that working for a turf accountant is only for the lowest of the low, and that such places are dens of iniquity unsuitable for a young woman like me to work in considering the foul language some of the punters use. In fact, it’s no worse than you hear from some of the neighbours around here, and you know I had the devil’s own job persuading Cigar Sid to give me a try out when he really wanted a bloke. Even so, I don’t think I ever believed for a minute I’d be taking tuppenny ha’penny bets from people barely able to afford their stakes for the rest of my life.’

Her eyes became distant. ‘I always fancied myself as a switchboard operator for the GPO, but my mam thought I was mad to be aiming so high. She said people like us don’t talk posh enough for the likes of the GPO, and besides once they found out I was off the North Braunstone Estate it wouldn’t matter whether I talked as posh as the Queen herself, my application would be laughed at and I wouldn’t get a look in. She said she didn’t want to see me hurt by a rejection. That’s why I landed up in a haberdashery shop in the first place. But maybe I shouldn’t have taken so much notice of my mam, Shirl. Just maybe the GPO might have given me a chance and now I might have a proper career like Pauline and be able to afford good clothes and leather handbags. Still, it’s too late. Have to content myself with working for a back-street betting shop and get on with it.’

‘I shouldn’t let Cigar Sid hear yer talk like that, Lynnie. He’s proud of his establishment. Me dad says he’s the only honest bookie he’s ever come across in his life and he wouldn’t trust his bets with anyone else - and that’s saying summat considering me dad is as crooked as our back fence.’

Lynnie sighed despondently.

‘Yes, Sid is an honest man, too honest sometimes, but he’s a smashing bloke to work for. It’s just that . . .’

‘What?’

She looked at her friend blankly. How could she explain to Shirley the way she was feeling when she wasn’t sure herself ? Until she had bumped into Pauline she had been for the most part happy with her lot, but after their conversation she suddenly realised that beyond the boundaries of her existence was a world full of opportunities and experiences she would never taste. And it was all down to her own lack of ambition. She could have been like Pauline and ignored the masses at school, got herself a decent education which would have enabled her to get a job with better prospects, but at the time she hadn’t had the foresight to look further than that very minute.

As she had stood facing the woman she had mocked as a young girl at school, Lynnie had seen her own future laid out before her. She and Ozzie would eventually marry, and like Shirley and Pete would live with her mother or his. When children began to arrive  they’d get a council house of their own, probably around the corner from where she lived now, and grow old together, scratting from week to week to make ends meet. As much as she loved Ozzie and could not see her life without him in it, the thought of that kind of future together suddenly did not appeal. In fact, it terrified her. Trouble was, she felt she was stuck with it now.

She forced a smile to her face.

‘Oh, nothing’s the matter, Shirl. It’s just one of those days when I wish my life was something more than it is, and I’m sure you have plenty of those too. No one is ever completely happy with their lot, are they? I expect even millionaires find something to grumble about.’

‘Yeah, but I’d sooner be grumbling about how to spend me millions than grumbling about not having any. Still, I can always live in hope me dad comes up on the pools.’

Lynnie shook her head.

‘If he did, do you really believe your dad would share some of it with you and Pete? I doubt your mother would see any of it, let alone anyone else.’ Just then Lynnie heard her name being called and pulled a face.

‘Now that’s either my mam wanting to show me what she’s bought off Piss Pot or else she’s after borrowing money to pay for it. Most probably both. I’d better answer her before she charges up and gives me hell for ignoring her,’ she said as she pulled open  her bedroom door. ‘And you, gel, need to get home before your mother comes around here brandishing her frying pan, ready to clock you one ’cos you’re not back yet to run after her.’
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