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 Chapter One

‘Jennifer Jeffries, wadda yer mean yer’ve no money! I know bloody well yer have, ’cos I looked in yer purse. Holding out on me, well, I ain’t never heard the like! Can yer ’ear ’er, Tony?’ May Jeffries spun her shapely body around to face the man she was addressing. Realising he wasn’t paying any attention, her temper flared and she slammed down the tarnished compact and stick of cheap red lipstick she was holding on the littered table. ‘TONY!’ she screamed. ‘I said, can yer bleddy ’ear ’er?’

A loud grunt came from the huge, balding man slouched in the grubby, threadbare armchair at the side of the cast-iron fireplace. His massive stomach spilled over a pair of dirty grey flannels, the waist fastenings of which were undone to allow room for the massive helping of chips and mushy peas smothered in salt and vinegar he’d just eaten, also affording onlookers an unpleasant view of the top of yellowing underpants. Greying chest hairs protruded through holes in his grimy vest and sprouted from his ears and wide nostrils.

The dark Italian looks he’d inherited from his father, which had once attracted an abundance of females, were scarcely evident now after years of excessive drink, mounds of greasy food and a daily quota of sixty Capstan full-strength cigarettes. Never an active man, Antonio Brunio’s only exercise these days was the occasional tumble in bed when May felt obliging, which in recent weeks had not been the case.

Stubbing out his cigarette in an overflowing ashtray and taking a swig of beer from the bottle he was grasping, Tony shot an angry glance at her from his bulbous eyes. ‘I can ’ear yer. So can the whole bleddy street, I expect.’ He scratched two days’ growth of beard irritably. ‘Shut it, will yer, May, I’m trying to ’ear the bleddy racin’ results.’ Balancing the bottle on the edge of the armchair, he stretched out one hand towards the wireless set and turned up the sound.

Fuelled by his manner, May’s temper erupted to boiling point and before Tony could stop her she jumped to her feet and heaved up the Bakelite wireless set from the small table to one side of him. As he looked on, shocked, she hurled it furiously across the room. It hit the far wall with a crash, the back flying off, glass from the valves inside smashing into smithereens. The vibration caused the half-empty bottle to tumble off the arm of his chair, spilling its contents on to the holey linoleum covering the floor.

The pretty young woman standing just inside the door watched the scene before her with mounting unease. As the wireless set disintegrated against the wall she gasped, unsure whether to leave her mother and Tony to it, or stay in case he retaliated in a violent manner and she was needed to aid May. Despite the fact that her mother was quite capable of taking care of herself, Jennifer Jeffries decided to stay, just in case.

Tony’s face darkened thunderously. ‘Yer daft bitch! Look what yer done now,’ he exploded, struggling to raise his ungainly body.

‘Oh, bitch, am I? I’ll give yer bitch,’ bellowed May. Clenching her fist, she flung out her hand and brought it back hard against his chin. The unexpected blow caught him off guard and, stunned, he fell back into his chair. ‘You’re n’ote but a useless fat lump, you are,’ she screeched, leaning over him to wag a finger in his face. ‘Neither use nor ornament. If you got off yer arse and gorra job like yer promised instead of sitting in  that bleddy chair all day, swigging beer and workin’ out yer bets, then I wouldn’t ’ave ter be cadging money off our Jenny, now would I? ’Ow much yer spent down the bookie’s terday, eh? ’Ow much?’

‘N’ote,’ he spat.

She thrust her angry face to within inches of his. ‘Yer fuckin’ liar! I ’ad five bob in the rent tin this morning. It’s gone and you took it, din’t yer?’

He shrugged his massive shoulders, indolently. ‘I borrowed it.’

‘Oh, yeah? Well, when yer borrows, yer pay it back.’ Her hand shot out towards him, flapping furiously. ‘So give us it back. Now. I wannit now.’

He inhaled sharply. ‘Yer know I ain’t gorrit. Listen up, May. I’m on a roll. Only need one more ’oss ter come in and I’ve got the jackpot – twenty quid. I’ll buy yer that dress . . .’

‘And ’ow many times ’ave I ’eard that? Yer good-fer-nothin’ lazy git!’ she spat ferociously. May stretched herself to her full height of five foot one inch and folded her arms under her full bosom, her face hard. ‘I can’t remember the last time you ’ad a winner. I don’t think yer’ve ever ’ad one since I’ve known yer. That five bob were mine. I worked fer it. Slaved me guts out over a blasted machine, day in, day out. When were the last time you brought anything into this ’ouse, eh? ’Ote legal anyway.’

‘I gave yer three quid last week.’

‘It was two.’ Jenny could not help but speak out, herself harbouring a grudge against Tony for the way he refused to chip in yet still expected his every need to be provided for.

He turned on her. ‘And you can keep yer bleddy nose out, yer . . .’

‘Oi!’ May exploded. ‘Don’t yer dare speak to my daughter like that. And she’s right. It were two quid, and it weren’t last week, it were the week afore. And I only got that because I  caught you drinking the proceeds from those watches with the faulty winders yer flogged for half a crown a time. When I let yer move in ’ere yer promised me all sorts, Tony Brunio. And I’ve ’ad all sorts, ain’t I? But not the all sorts you promised. Where’s the television or the carpet yer said yer’d get me? I’ll tell yer, shall I? Over the bookie’s counter along wi’ all the money yer steal off me. Yer think I’m stupid, don’t yer? Think I get that drunk I don’t know what I’ve done wi’ me cash.’ She curled her half-painted ruby red lips disdainfully. ‘You make me sick. I can’t imagine what I ever saw in yer. I must ’ave bin off me head allowing yer to move in ’ere. Well, I want yer out. Now.’

‘Ah, May . . .’

‘Don’t “Ah, May,” me,’ she mimicked sarcastically. ‘I mean it. Pack yer stuff and gerrout. Go and park yerself on Ivy Biddle. You think I don’t know about you and ’er? She’s bin after you since ’er old man left. Well, she’s welcome ter yer as far as I’m concerned. Now piss off before I tek the poker to yer.’

She made a grab for the object propped against the fireplace and finally Tony, realising she was intent on causing him bodily harm, hauled himself out of the chair and managed to grab her arm before she could grasp the poker, his bulbous eyes now fearful. ‘Yer don’t mean that, May?’ he said worriedly. ‘Yer can’t.’

With strength that was unexpected in one of her size, she wrenched free from his grasp and smacked her fist into his flabby chest. ‘I do. It’s my name on the rent book, I can do warra like. I want yer gone by the time I get back. If yer still ’ere when I do, Lou and ’is boys’ll come and sort you out.’

‘Now look ’ere, May,’ he said pleadingly. ‘There ain’t no need ter do that. Me and Ivy Biddle . . . well, that’s a load of twaddle and you know it. I ain’t never looked at another woman since I met you.’

May knew his statement to be true. He wouldn’t try it on with any other woman because he knew no other woman with common sense would so much as look at him. He was a lazy, no-good rotter, a man who had spent his entire adult life living with one woman after another. Stupid women like herself who, believing his charming lies, had thrown caution to the wind and taken him home. Women like herself who were ecstatic to believe they had found a man who would take care of them, lift them out of their hand-to-mouth existence, give them a better life.

And how very wrong that was. Tony was just like all the other men May had had over the years. She always believed the next one would be her saviour, only to be quickly and cruelly disappointed, and at the end of the tempestuous relationship, very much out of pocket, though unfortunately none the wiser. Then just like the other disappointed women before her, she would rid herself of the likes of Tony, promising herself that next time she’d be more cautious, hoping when the time came that she was being.

She glared a warning at him. ‘I’ve had a belly full of yer lies, so don’t bother tellin’ me no more.’ She retreated to the table. Hitching up her worn, faded pink petticoat, she sat down and crossed her shapely legs, revealing snagged stocking tops held up by frayed suspenders. Moving aside a half-empty bottle of sterilised milk, she retrieved her compact mirror from under the edge of a dirty plate and the lipstick which had landed by the bottle of malt vinegar and made to continue applying her makeup. Momentarily she paused, raised her eyes and looked across at the young woman standing by the door, slender hands clasped, pretty face creased worriedly.

Running her fingers through thick, shoulder-length, honey-blonde hair, Jenny sighed despairingly. This situation had been brewing for days. When any male friend of her mother’s was in residence, rows were regular occurrences and only to be  expected until the man’s usually abrupt departure. What Jenny was fearful of was this one turning violent, not because of any action of the huge man standing rigid with shock before them but at May’s prompting. As tiny as she was, when May Jeffries was angry grown men cowered, just as the unsavoury Antonio Brunio was doing now.

‘Are yer gonna get me that ’alf crown or not?’ May barked at her daughter. ‘And ’urry up about it. I said I’d meet Lil at eight outside the Newfoundpool Working Men’s Club and it’s ten to already. The tombola will ’ave started before I get there. And, eh, Jenny love,’ she added, her face softening, ‘be a duck and run the iron over me blue skirt. It’s on the chair in me bedroom. Oh, and me red blouse while yer at it.’

Jenny fought down annoyance. Her mother could be thoughtless sometimes. Not that Jenny begrudged her anything, it was just that she was going out herself to meet a couple of the girls from work for a drink; had been looking forward to it. If she obliged her mother then she’d not be able to go. Two shillings and sixpence was all she had until Friday when she got paid, which was two days away. But regardless of her own financial predicament, if bloodshed were to be avoided tonight then May’s request would have to be granted. ‘I can’t give you all that, Mam, it’s all I’ve got. I can . . . er . . .’ Jenny quickly did some calculations in her head, totting up her bus fares and anything urgent she might need until her brown envelope was handed to her on Friday lunchtime. ‘Let you have one and threepence.’

May eyed her for a moment then snorted disdainfully. ‘That’ll do, I s’pose. I’ll give it yer back out me winnin’s.’ She flashed a glance at Tony. ‘What you standing gawking like an idiot for? I meant warra said. Pack yer stuff and gerrout or I’ll get Jenny to fetch Lou and the boys.’

Half an hour later, Tony’s shoes pounded against the bare-boarded stairs, quickly followed by the front door banging shut  so hard the old house shook on its precarious foundations.

Standing before the pitted oval mirror hanging lopsided from a thick nail in the wall above the mantel, May tugged the last plastic roller out of her bleached blonde hair, gave it a brush and tweaked it into place before turning to face Jenny, with a sigh of relief. ‘Thank God he’s gone. Maybe we can ’ave some peace in this ’ouse for a while. I didn’t think he’d go so easily, though.’ She grimaced. ‘I’ve missed the start of the tombola and it’s all ’is fault. I bet Lil thinks I ain’t coming and ain’t saved me a seat.’

Jenny propped the iron on its end, gave the shabby red blouse she had just ironed a shake and held it out towards her mother. ‘Shall I check Tony hasn’t taken anything of ours?’

May gave her a withering look. ‘And what have we got that’d be worth anything ter Tony? Worth anything to anybody, fer that matter.’ Taking the blouse from Jenny, she pulled it on, easing the ends into her tight-fitting bright blue skirt. ‘Sod!’ she exclaimed. ‘Me button’s shot off and it’s me only good blouse. ’Ave we a safety?’ she said, scanning her eyes across the littered mantelshelf.

‘There’s several gold ones in the vase. Give the blouse to me, Mam,’ Jenny offered. ‘I’ll sew the button back on. Won’t take me a minute.’

May shook her head. ‘No time. Not if I hope ter stand a chance of winnin’ summat. Thirty bob the prize money is ternight or a bottle of sherry for the booby. Either ’ud do, the mood I’m in,’ she added, retrieving a pin. ‘There,’ she said a moment later, patting the blouse front. ‘No one’ll know ’cept you and me.’ She rammed her tiny feet into badly scuffed three-inch-heeled shoes, then smoothed her hands over her shapely body, giving a provocative wiggle. ‘Will I do?’

Jenny appraised her mother. To others her mother appeared cheap and brassy in her tight-fitting clothes, proudly displaying her bulging cleavage, but May herself was under the  impression she looked sexy and attractive. Other girls might be embarrassed to have a mother who flaunted herself. Not Jenny. Her mother dressed the best way she could with what little she possessed, and if what she achieved kept her happy then who was Jenny to dispel her illusions? May had few enough pleasures in her life as it was. Besides, should she ever voice any well-intended observations, her mother wouldn’t take them at all kindly, she knew.

Jenny smiled. ‘You’ll do, Mam. Best-looking woman there tonight,’ she said sincerely.

May donned her imitation leopard-skin coat and picked up her battered black handbag, checking its contents. ‘Thanks, me duck. Now I’m off,’ she said, clicking the bag shut. ‘Be back about eleven. Eh, and if Tony dares come back and gives yer any trouble, bang on the wall fer Gloria. She’ll sort ’im out good and proper.’

‘Gloria not going with you tonight then?’ Jenny asked.

‘No, she’s no money. Between you and me, as much as I love old Gloria, she’s the luck of the devil and you can bet yer life she’d win that thirty bob. Wi’ ’er out the way I might stand a chance. If I do I’ll treat yer to a bag a chips on me way ’ome. All right?’

Jenny gave her mother an affectionate peck on the cheek. ‘Can I have a pickled onion too?’

May slapped her playfully on the arm. ‘Depends how generous I’m feeling. See yer later.’ A thought suddenly struck her and she eyed Jenny quizzically. ‘Oh, weren’t you goin’ out ternight?’

‘I was but I changed me mind. Probably go Friday instead.’

‘Oh, well, yer can’t afford to go out anyway, can yer?’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘Tarra, love.’

Smiling at her mother’s logic, Jenny shook her head. ‘No, I can’t really. Enjoy yourself, Mam.’

[image: 001]

A while later Jenny shivered. Despite the fire being banked high with potato peelings, old bits of wood and a bucket full of slack, the small room still felt chilly. But then no matter how well the fire was stacked, no heat ever really built up here. How could it when it seeped straight out of the ill-fitting window and doorframes or through the cracks in the walls? This hundred-year-old terrace house was just one of many similar in a rundown area known as Frog Island about half a mile from Leicester city centre.

Laying aside a tattered three-month-old copy of Woman’s Own that her mother had brought home from the factory, Jenny tucked her legs more comfortably underneath her and pulled her thick knitted cardigan tightly around herself. She lifted her eyes and gazed absently around the room. Two threadbare armchairs, a badly stained and scratched oak table covered by a plastic cloth, and a boxwood sideboard, the top of which was littered with odds and ends, practically filled it.

Jostling for space in the corner by the sideboard were piles of dusty old magazines and newspapers plus half a dozen or so empty bottles saved for when money was tighter than normal and a penny or two could be gained for them from the off licence down the road; plus a couple of tattered cardboard boxes holding bits and pieces discarded over the years, all worthless but May refused to part with them.

Despite its shabbiness – the uneven, cracked and damp walls that hadn’t seen fresh wallpaper or paint for as long as Jenny could remember; the creaking and in parts rotten floorboards; the dreadfully old-fashioned kitchen where in 1955 they were still having to light a fire inside the brick boiler for hot water which in turn had to be pumped from the hand pump over the pot sink as was done when the houses were first built – this house was not as bad as most in the slums the Corporation were currently clearing. It was at least home to Jenny and had been for all her twenty years. Her and her feisty mother, and a  succession of her mother’s male friends.

Jenny smiled warmly at the thought of the indomitable woman who had raised her single-handed since her father had been killed in an accident at work just before she was born. Her eyes travelled to the blurred and faded black and white photograph of him and her mother, displayed in pride of place on the mantel. It had been taken on a day out together at the seaside when they had been courting, her mother had told Jenny. Ingellmells the place was if she remembered correctly, and the year was 1934. A hot sunny day in July. They stood with arms linked, and despite the out-of-focus image Jenny could tell they were smiling happily, looking the perfect couple. According to her mother they had scraped together the money for that trip over months.

Jenny sighed. How she wished she could have known the man who had fathered her. According to her mother, Jim Jeffries had been a wonderful man in every way and would have been a wonderful father too, had disaster not struck.

Jenny’s thoughts returned to her mother again and not for the first time she tried to imagine how it must have been for May when he died. She’d been alone in the world, hardly out of her teens, and nine months pregnant. Then to lose the man she’d thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with . . . It must have been dreadful.

Looking back, Jenny couldn’t for the life of her imagine how May had managed. It was hard enough now she was earning. How bad must it have been then? They were no different from anyone else hereabouts. All the children she’d mixed with had run barefoot, thought nothing of having their shabby, hand-me-down clothes patched with ill-assorted scraps of material, and considered a thin layer of jam on their bread a rare treat compared to the usual dripping or lard. No one expected to see carpets on floors or the walls papered. Besides, should the money ever be found to do so, going to such lengths  was a total waste of time as damp crumbling walls and sodden floorboards soon set the mildew creeping again.

It was only as she grew older and her world expanded beyond the immediately surrounding streets that it began slowly to dawn upon Jenny what a desperate life she and her mother actually lived. To pay the rent each week was a major achievement, let alone having enough left to meet the bills and buy essentials. Which usually meant the bills went unpaid. To hide from the rent, tally, coal and milkman was normal practice. But despite the odds they had survived, and it was all down to her mother, although Jenny suspected that money might not have been quite so tight had it not been for the succession of ‘uncles’ who had come and gone over the years. It was they who had had the most deleterious effect on May’s precarious resources, and in turn Jenny’s once she was earning. When May gave to the likes of Tony, or they just took, it was to her daughter she turned to make up the shortfall. Why her mother didn’t appear to learn from her mistakes was beyond Jenny. Why she continued to pin her hopes for a better future on men who were obviously no more than scroungers was also beyond her. Each one – how many there’d been Jenny had lost count – only brought the same result. Bitter disappointment. One day, she prayed, a decent man would appear and grant May her wish. It wouldn’t matter if he had no money so long as he treated her mother with respect and took care of her. Someone who would give, not just take. Jenny loved her mother deeply and wanted the best for her.

The sound of the back door opening and shutting broke into her thoughts and her eyes went to the tarnished tin clock on the mantel. It was only eight-forty-five, far too early for her mother to be back. A bleached blonde head popped around the door, the very same colour May sported because the peroxide was shared, visits to a hairdresser being out of the question for people in this area.

‘Hello, Mrs Budgins,’ Jenny greeted her warmly. ‘Me mam’s out. Gone to the club.’

‘Oh, she went then. The cow! Borrow the money off you, did she? Well, if she wins, she’d better share it, that’s all I can say. Lover boy gone with ’er, as ’e?’

Jenny hesitated for a moment, unsure whether to tell Gloria Budgins what had happened between May and Tony. Her mother’s character being what it was, in situations like this Jenny knew whatever she did could be right or wrong, depending on May’s mood when she found out. Oh, what the hell? she thought. Gloria Budgins would know something had gone off by the rumpus earlier. Neighbours kept no secrets through these thin dividing walls.

‘Tony’s gone, Mrs Budgins. Me mam asked him to leave.’

Gloria’s eyes flashed knowingly. ‘Oh, she did it then, did she? She told me earlier she’d ’ad enough of ’im and was gonna kick ’im out. I thought she ’ad by the row I ’eard. Said as much to my Cyril. “Mark my words, that’s another one shown his cards,” I said. And I don’t know why ’e had to bang the bloody door so hard when ’e left neither. It’s a wonder the whole bleddy street didn’t collapse like a pack of cards.

‘Anyway I’m glad yer mam’s seen sense at last. I told ’er that Tony’s measure when she first introduced us. “ ’E’s a sponger, May, if ever I’ve seen one, no better than any of the others yer’ve brought ’ome. Get rid before it’s too late.” But would she? Yer can’t tell yer mam n’ote, Jenny love, you know that as well as me. Law unto ’erself she is. Anyway let’s ’ope she’s more choosy next time.’

Without waiting for an invitation Gloria lumbered into the room, her ungainly body squeezed into clothes unsuitable for a woman of her ample proportions, and plonked herself into the armchair opposite. She was clutching a bottle. ‘Cyril’s gone down the boozer so I thought May’d like to share this bottle of port. Mighta known she’d get you to cough up and bugger off  wi’out me. Mind you, in the circumstances I can’t blame ’er for wantin’ to get ’erself out, I’d do the same.’ She eyed Jenny hopefully. ‘Warra about you?’

‘Pardon? Oh, I’m not that fond of port, Mrs Budgins.’ At least not the gut rot Jenny suspected was in the bottle Gloria was brandishing. ‘Besides, I’ve got to get up for work in the morning and I won’t manage if I help you down that.’

‘Oh, go on,’ Gloria coaxed. ‘A drop won’t ’urt yer. It’s a real treasure trove this bottle. I unearthed it from the coal ’ole this morning. Under a pile of slack it wa’. Cyril musta ’idden it there at Christmas and forgotten about it.’ She gave a broad grin, which caused the heavy panstick plastered over her deep crow’s feet to crack. ‘Well, it musta bin ’im unless it wa’ Santa. Not like my Cyril to forget summat like this, is it? Maybe ’e’s goin’ doolally in ’is old age. Anyway, better down our necks than ’is. Port meks Cyril randy and I can’t be doin’ wi’ any of that nonsense just now. ’E ’ad his ration at New Year, the dirty old bugger, so ’e’s gorra wait for ’is next lot in August when it’s me birthday.’ Her grey eyes twinkled wickedly. ‘Mind you, if it were Clark Gable I wa’ married to that’d be a different matter. Wouldn’t say no to ’im. Get the glasses, there’s a duck.’

Jenny eyed the large woman for a moment. Despite this intrusion into her evening, she had a fondness for their neighbour. If ever her mother had a true friend it was Gloria Budgins. Despite their rivalry and constant bickering, Jenny knew the two women harboured a deep mutual respect and in truth neither would have weathered the last twenty years intact without the support of the other, especially through the war. Jenny smiled to herself. Thick as thieves and arch enemies would aptly describe the pair, though both of them would deny it.

Jenny knew that Gloria’s offer could not be refused. Gloria was not going anywhere until she decided to and that would only be when the bottle was empty so Jenny might as well relent.

‘All right,’ she said reluctantly. ‘But just a spot for me.’

An hour later, bleary-eyed, Gloria raised her half-empty glass of port and gazed at it admiringly. ‘Not a bad drop of stuff is this. I wonder where ’e got it from? Not our local offy that’s fer sure. The port that robbing so and so sells ’ud strip paint – not ter mention the sherry. God, a tablespoon of that ’ud be enough ter give ’orse a dose of the trots!’ She downed what was left in her glass and held it out towards Jenny. ‘Fill ’er up, gel.’

Jenny, who as they had talked had drunk far more than she’d intended, fought to concentrate all her efforts on picking up the bottle, but Gloria, a hardened drinker, anticipated its being knocked flying and snatched it up. ‘Oi, be careful. A drop spilled is a drop less down my throat. Pass yer glass.’

‘I don’t think I will, Mrs Budgins, thanks. I’ve had more than enough. I’m seeing double.’

‘Treble’s when yer start worrying. Pass us yer glass. We won’t see the likes of this stuff fer a long time and if yer mam wa’ ’ere you wouldn’t be seeing it now. And one thing’s fer sure: I ain’t leavin’ ’til it’s all gone, ’cos my Cyril ’ud only polish it off.’

Without waiting for Jenny’s response, Gloria leaned over and poured another measure of the ruby liquid into her glass. Having topped up her own she lolled back in her chair, big legs spread wide, obliviously affording Jenny an unpleasant view of thigh-length cotton knickers. ‘Oh, ain’t it nice to ’ave a natter? D’yer know, Jenny love, I don’t think I’d be wrong if I said this is the first time me and you ’ave sat and ’ad a good old gossip. ’Course I always think of you as just a kid, but yer not, a’yer? You’re all growed up. And just look at yer. As pretty as a picture. Nothing like the skinny scrap May arrived ’ere wi’ all those years ago. How many now . . .’

She blew out her cheeks thoughtfully. ‘Twenty years. Well, it must be, you’re twenty now, ain’t yer? God, ’ow time flies. Seems like only yes’day. She hadn’t got n’ote when she  arrived, yer know, yer mam. ’Ardly a stick of furniture and certainly n’ote fer you. Not even a pram. Lent her mine I did ’til the authorities gave her one. And what a contraption that wa’. I wouldn’t ’ave bin surprised to find out it’d belonged to Queen Victoria. It had ter be scrubbed with carbolic ’cos it were that filthy then we had to rub it down with Brasso to get rid of the rust. Took us ages.’ Taking a mouthful of port, she paused thoughtfully. ‘Could never understand that meself,’ she said at length.

‘Understand what? Oh, if you mean about my mother not having much, well, it’s understandable, Mrs Budgins. They’d hardly been married any time when my father died. No chance to get much together.’ Jenny spoke brusquely, the drink making her words come out far more defensively than she’d actually meant.

Jenny’s clipped tones were not lost on Gloria despite her inebriated state. ‘Eh, no need ter get on yer ’igh ’orse, gel. Fer the love of Christ, none of us ’ave much now, let alone when our kids were little. No, I meant I can never understand why May came ter live over this side of town.’

‘And why shouldn’t she?’ Jenny asked, frowning.

‘Well, people don’t just up and move ter foreign parts. I mean, I know yer dad was all she had in the world – or that’s what she said – but it don’t mek sense ter me that in those circumstances she’d want to leave people that knew ’er, that’d ’elp her through it. I’ve often wondered why she chose to live amongst strangers. I mean, I’ve lived ’ere all me life. It wa’ me mam’s house before mine, and if ’ote ’appened ter Cyril the last thing I’d do is move somewhere where I don’t know a soul.’ Gloria eyed Jenny meaningfully. ‘Did yer mam ever tell you why she just upped sticks like that?’

Jenny felt her hackles rise. She felt disloyal speaking of her mother like this. ‘No, Mrs Budgins, maybe me mam wanted a fresh start away from painful memories.’

‘Mmm, maybe. I never thought on it like that.’ She eyed Jenny keenly. ‘Is that what she said?’

Jenny sighed. ‘Me mam won’t talk of the time before she came ’ere. She says it upsets her too much. She loved me dad and I know she still misses him.’

Gloria pursed her lips. ‘Yes . . . well . . . she won’t find a replacement in the likes she brings ’ome and that’s fer sure. I keep tellin’ ’er. “May,” I sez, “yer won’t find anyone decent propping up the bar in the North Bridge pub.” But will she listen? Like ’ell she will. Your mam’s the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met.’ She screwed up her face haughtily. ‘Besides, for all she sez, I bet yer dad wa’ no better than the rest.’

Her glazed eyes grew distant. ‘I met my Cyril at school. Yer wouldn’t think it now but ’e warra ’andsome lad. I thought ’e was a catch because ’e wore clothes wi’out ’oles in. Didn’t find out ’til it were too late that the only reason he ’ad decent clobber wa’ ’cos ’is mam worked down the second-hand shop on Sanvey Gate and ’ad first pick of ’ote that came in. I wa’ smitten by the time I wised up, and not long after wa’ expecting our Kelvin. Me fate were sealed then.’ She pulled a wry face. ‘I s’pose I ain’t ’ad it bad, though. Cyril’s bin . . . well, Cyril.’ She looked Jenny straight in the eyes. ‘He’s sweet on you, yer know.’

Jenny gawped. ‘Mr Budgins is?’ she exclaimed, horrified.

Gloria let out a bellow of mirth. ‘No, yer daft sod, our Kelvin.’

Jenny shifted position uncomfortably. For as long as she could remember Kelvin Budgins had made that quite plain, been quite blatant about it in fact, much to her embarrassment. At school he’d been forever seeking her out and generally making a pest of himself. But the likes of him hadn’t been for her then and certainly wouldn’t be now. Thankfully she didn’t see much of him now they were both working.

To her mind Kelvin was a thoroughly bad lot. When they were growing up, if anything untoward happened in the neighbourhood the first name on most people’s lips was Kelvin Budgins. And they were usually right. He’d received more clips around the ear from his parents, and had more home visits from the local bobby, than any other boy in the district. According to local gossip the childish pranks had been followed by more serious misdemeanours and it wouldn’t surprise Jenny in the least to learn in the not too distant future that Kelvin was spending a period of time at Her Majesty’s pleasure. But Gloria was his doting mother so she chose her words carefully.

‘Oh, Mrs Budgins, Kelvin’s like a brother to me. I’ve grown up with him, haven’t I?’

‘So? I grew up wi’ my Cyril and look ’ow ’appy we’ve bin.’ Then on second thoughts she added, ‘We’ve ’ad our moments, lots of ’em in fact, but we’re still married. At least yer knows those you grows up with so yer don’t get no surprises.’

I don’t want any surprises from Kelvin, Jenny thought. At least not the kind he has in mind. ‘I think the world of your Kelvin,’ she lied, ‘I do really but . . . but I’ve got meself a boyfriend,’ she lied again. At least, it wasn’t exactly a lie, there was a lad at work she was taken with and she had a feeling he liked her.

Interested, Gloria leaned forward, her deep cleavage appearing to be in danger of escaping its confines. ‘’Ave yer? ’Bout time you got yerself a steady fella. May’s about despaired of you ever gettin’ settled. Let’s face it, you are twenty, Jenny. On the shelf really. Who is ’e then? Anybody I know? ’As yer mam met ’im? If she ’as then she ain’t said n’ote ter me.’

Jenny eyed her blankly for a moment, mind racing. Whatever she told Gloria would get straight back to her mother and if May had an inkling there was a man in the offing, Jenny would never hear the end of it until the potential husband was  brought before her mother and scrutinised for his suitability. ‘No, me mam hasn’t met him. It’s nothing serious. Well, not yet. Just a lad from work. How’s . . . er . . . how’s Sandra?’ she asked to change the subject. ‘I haven’t seen her for a while.’

Sitting back, Gloria sniffed contemptuously. ‘She’s all right. Least I think she is. Don’t see much of ’er these days meself. She’s in and out like a bleedin’ yo-yo that one. Mind you, ’er shifts down the Robin Hood pub mean we ’ardly cross paths.’ She tutted loudly. ‘The wage she earns ’ardly pays her board, let alone ’ote else. She’d earn much more in the factory after trainin’. Cryin’ out fer overlockers we are. Still, it’s ’er choice and as long as she pays her board I don’t care where she works. Anyway, I’m sure our Sandra thinks I’m stupid. She thinks I don’t know the only reason she took a job in that dive of a place was ’cos she fancied the cellarman. ’E ain’t a bad looker, though, if I say it meself. ’E wouldn’t stand a chance if I were twenty years younger. Mind you, ’e’s got sideburns like brush-heads and ’is clothes . . . well, our Cyril reckons he looks like a stick insect in those pipes ’e wears.’

‘Pipes? Oh, you mean drainpipes. All the lads are wearing them, Mrs Budgins. It’s the latest fashion.’

‘Yeah, it might be, but who on earth will take you serious when yer call yerself a Teddy Boy? Look like a load of nancys ter me. Now in my day there weren’t no such thing as fashion, yer were just lucky if you had summat warm on yer back. These days . . . well, it’s got ter be the latest or else. When I was young we never had time for youth, too busy helping our folks keep body and soul tergether. I remember . . .’

A loud hammering on the door made both women jump.

‘Someone’s desperate,’ Gloria remarked, frowning, annoyed someone had dared to interrupt her narrative. ‘You expectin’ anyone, Jenny love?’

She shook her head, rising. ‘Unless it’s me mam who’s had a few and can’t get her key in the lock.’

Gloria let out a loud bellow of mirth. ‘Won’t be the first time she’s come home piddled, only usually I’m piddled wi’ ’er too.’ She flashed her eyes up and down Jenny. ‘Want me ter go and let ’er in? You look ter me like yer legs ’ave forgotten their business. That port’s done yer good, gel.’

‘I can manage, thank you,’ said Jenny, sounding more confident than she felt. She hadn’t realised what effect the port had actually had on her until she stood up. Her legs did feel rather wobbly.

There was more loud knocking on the door.

‘Best ’urry then before whoever it is knocks it off its ’inges.’

Raising her chin, Jenny took a deep breath and, walking as straight as she could manage, headed for the door.

The dishevelled man shivering on the uneven cobbles before her, several brown paper carrier bags of belongings scattered around him, was swaying drunkenly. Jenny sighed in exasperation. She didn’t like confrontations and this was the last thing she felt like after drinking all that port, especially not with her mother’s ex-lover. As she looked at Tony it did cross her mind to wonder where he’d got the money from to buy his drink. As far as she was aware he had left the house the same way he had entered it nine months before. Broke.

‘Me mam ain’t back yet, Tony. You know she went down the club,’ Jenny said as pleasantly as possible.

He belched loudly and tried to barge his way past her and inside the house but she blocked his way with her body. ‘You don’t live here no more, Tony,’ she reminded him.

He belched again and swayed dangerously. ‘May’s changed ’er mind. She said she din’t mean it. I came ahead of ’er so I can unpack me stuff before she gets back.’

Jenny folded her arms and took a stance. ‘Well, she’s not told me that so ’til she does, you don’t get in. Come back and see her tomorrow.’

His face crumpled. ‘Ah, Jenny, don’t be like that. Look, it’s  cold.’ His massive shoulders sagged in defeat. ‘Okay, I lied. I ain’t seen May. Can’t I come in and wait?’

‘No,’ she said sharply. ‘I daren’t go against me mam’s orders.’

He lumbered several steps forward. ‘Come on now, Jenny, stop being a daft bitch. Yer know yer man’s always blowing her top. She didn’t mean what she said. Just let me past, there’s a good gel. I only want to talk to ’er, mek her see reason. Let me come in and wait fer ’er, Jenny? I won’t cause no bother, ’onest.’

She eyed him for a moment and despite her intense dislike of him could not help but feel sorry at the pathetic sight. He’d obviously nowhere to go and it was cold. There’d be a frost soon. She wouldn’t leave a dog out on a night like this, let alone a human being. Risking a reprimand from her mother, she was just about to comply with his request when a voice from behind stopped her.

‘Wass goin’ on?’

Jenny turned her head to see Gloria weaving her way down the dingy passage.

She squeezed her large frame between Jenny and the door and glared at Tony. ‘Oh, it’s you. Mighta known it’d be your ugly mug I’d be findin’. What you doin’ ’ere? May gave you yer marching orders. You ain’t marched far, ’ave yer?’

His face contorted angrily. ‘And what’s any of this got ter do with you, yer fat cow?’

Gloria scowled back. ‘’Ow dare the likes of you speak ter me like that?’ she bellowed, wagging a podgy finger at him. ‘Fat, am I? It’s when I get ter your size I’ll start worryin’.’ She leaned forward and thumped her fist into his huge shoulder. ‘You’d mek two of me. Mind you, what can yer expect when all yer do all day is sit on yer arse, fillin’ yer face and guzzlin’ beer?’ She eyed him in disgust. ‘May’s well rid of you. You bled her dry. Now go and find some other daft sod to believe  yer lies. Go on, clear off. And tek yer rubbish with yer,’ she added, pointing at his bags.

His lip curled defiantly. ‘I ain’t goin’ nowhere ’til I’ve seen May,’ he snarled.

The large woman smirked. ‘Well, you’ll ’ave a bleddy long wait ’cos she’s gone out on a date. She said she wouldn’t be ’ome. Yer see, she’s found someone decent for a change. So you ain’t got no chance of ever settin’ foot in this ’ouse again. That right, Jenny?’

She turned and eyed their neighbour in confusion. ‘Eh?’ She received a sharp dig in her ribs from Gloria’s fleshy elbow. ‘Yes, yes, that’s right,’ she said hurriedly.

Gloria folded her arms, squashing Jenny even further against the wall. ‘Now get yerself and yer belongings off our cobbles. I swept ’em meself this mornin’,’ she lied, never having swept outside since her mother had died fifteen years before, considering it a thankless task. ‘Particular I am who stands on ’em. You’d better do as I say or I’ll send Jenny for me brother. D’yer rate yer chances against Lou and his sons? If I were you I wouldn’t, I’ve seen what they can do.’ She unfolded her arms and grabbed Jenny’s shoulders, pulling her backwards. ‘Come on, gel, I ain’t standin’ ’ere any longer talking ter this scum, it’s cold.’

After slamming the door, Gloria waddled precariously down the passage and plonked herself back in the armchair, making herself comfortable. Picking up her glass, she knocked back what was left. ‘Well, that’s got ’im sorted. If ’e’s any sense ’e won’t pester May again.’

‘Don’t you think we were a bit hard on him?’ Jenny said as she came back into the room.

‘Hard? Don’t you start feelin’ sorry fer ’im. There’s only one way to treat the likes of Antonio Brunio, Jenny love. You threaten. That’s the only language his type understand. Where’s that bleddy bottle?’ asked Gloria, casting her eyes around.

‘By your foot,’ Jenny replied, sitting down. ‘Is it not empty yet?’ she added hopefully, feeling woozy and the call of her bed beckoning.

‘It is now,’ Gloria said remorsefully, shaking out the last drop. ‘Pity I didn’t find two, I’m quite enjoying this.’ She gave a loud hiccup and laughed. ‘I’m pissed!’

So am I, thought Jenny. I’ve to get up at six-thirty in the morning, too, and I’ve a job doing that when I’ve not had a drink.
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