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About the Book


When Glen Trainer is framed for a crime he didn’t commit he is powerless to stop his scheming wife from taking his home, his business and, worst of all, his beautiful daughter away from him.


Years later, living rough on the streets of Leicester, Glen meets Jan Clayton. She, too, has a heartbreaking story to tell but she is determined to put the past behind her and together they find the courage to start afresh. As Christmas approaches, Glen comes ever closer to finding his daughter but will his wish come true or does more heartache lie ahead?
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CHAPTER ONE


The ragged man woke with a sudden jolt, sitting bolt upright, all his senses screaming danger at him. Urgently shaking off sleep, he fought to accustom his eyes to the dark as he looked around, trying to see what had woken him.


It might have been the drunken ravings of the group of tattered winos several yards away who huddled around a rusting brazier, kept going with anything they had been able to lay hands on. From the eye-watering stench and flares of black smoke spouting upward it was currently old lino and rubber tyres, the flames casting eerie shadows all around. It might have been the snoring or crying out in their sleep of those sheltering close by in their makeshift beds, or the religious maniac continuously reciting passages from the Bible in a fog-horn of a voice, completely ignoring the angry objections from those round about: ‘Shut the fuck up, for God’s sake, we’re trying to sleep.’ It might have been the scurrying and scratching of rats, some the size of cats, or flea-ridden stray dogs scavenging for scraps; the howl of the icy wind or the steady drips of water running down the crumbling brick walls to splash into puddles on the uneven ground below. But having joined the rest of the city’s unfortunates who had been reduced to seeking shelter inside the dank, gloomy railway arches, Glen Trainer was used to all these distractions.


His eyes came to rest on a shadowy figure lurking in a recess several feet away from him. Despite the murkiness of the dark winter’s night he knew it was a man – a tall one, apparently heavily built, but Glen was of the opinion it was the layers of threadbare clothes he was wearing that produced that impression – and that his eyes were fixed on Glen, weighing him up, planning to relieve him of anything of worth.


Under the holed brown blanket covering him, Glen flicked open the penknife he always carried close to hand. Since he’d arrived here not a single night had gone by without some sort of confrontation taking place, mostly over trivial matters. On his first night, in fact, he’d been powerless to prevent a pack of drink-crazed men from beating another virtually to a pulp, leaving him for dead, for the sake of the half-empty bottle of methylated spirits he was in the process of downing. The man would be dead now had not Glen carried him to the hospital for urgent treatment. Glen hadn’t seen him since and hoped the other man had more sense than to return here. He himself had been robbed several times in the past, and what possessions he’d managed to accumulate since could be contained in a small sack. No doubt most people would consider them worthless, but to Glen they were priceless and he wasn’t about to let this stranger steal them from him.


Taking a deep breath, he addressed the menacing shadow in a firm tone. ‘Look, I don’t drink, don’t smoke, and have nothing on me worth risking your life for. I do have a knife, though, which I will use if you give me no other choice.’ To prove his threat was no bluff, Glen withdrew his hand from under the blanket and held out the knife in such a way that light from the brazier glinted on the blade.


Despite this warning the other man moved not a muscle. Glen began to feel afraid. Had the man a weapon that would make his own penknife seem puny? There was no point in hoping any of the other inhabitants would come to his aid, he knew. Fear escalated as a terrible thought occurred to him. Would these breaths he was taking prove to be his last? His current way of life might be considered pretty worthless, but regardless he didn’t wish for death as the way out of it, and especially not in this hellhole of a place at the hands of a stranger. It was the coward’s way out but he knew that the only sensible thing for him to do would be to throw over his sack of belongings to the aggressor then make a run for it, hoping he didn’t give chase. As he made to pick up the sack and throw it over, however, to Glen’s shock the other man turned and strode off, disappearing into the depths of the arches, his tattered clothing billowing out behind him.


After a few moments had passed Glen exhaled in relief. His words seemed to have done the trick and this sinister meeting had passed without incident. But if he stayed here amongst such desperate men he knew there would inevitably be a next time and then he might not get off so lightly. For all he knew the other man was still lurking somewhere, waiting for him to slump back into sleep before he made another attempt to relieve Glen of his precious belongings. It was time he found somewhere else to lay down his head.


Sack of belongings secured to the worn belt of his frayed trousers and concealed underneath a shabby army greatcoat, holey woollen hat pulled right down over his bush of matted hair, equally holey scarf wrapped around his neck, he began to make his way out of the arches, hoping to depart without attracting any attention to himself.


He’d taken no more than half a dozen steps when he stopped dead, hearing someone crying nearby. It was unmistakably the sound of a woman in great distress. He frowned. The women he had encountered in the underworld he now inhabited were definitely not the sort to display any shred of vulnerability, not in a place like this where they would without doubt be taken advantage of by those who perceived themselves as stronger. But as desperate as he was to be away from here Glen couldn’t bring himself to leave a woman at the mercy of the rabble who sheltered in the arches.


Following the sound of the crying, he manoeuvred his way around several sleeping bodies, all clutching their pitiful belongings, and towards a recess in the wall. As he neared it, the outline of a huddled figure, knees bent, arms wrapped around its head, materialised in the gloom. From what he could see it didn’t appear that this woman was the sort who belonged in a place like this. Although rumpled, her clothes looked to him far too clean and in too good a condition for someone who lived rough. Glen decided that the woman must have lost her way, found herself in this den of iniquity by accident and needed help finding her way out.


He leaned over and placed one hand gently on her knee. He was just about to offer his help in whatever way he could, when a loud scream of terror rent the air. Following that, he felt a tremendous thud against the side of his head. As he crumpled to the floor and before everything blacked out, Glen realised that his life probably was going to end in this hellhole of a place, not while attempting to fend off an assailant but because he’d tried to be a Good Samaritan.




CHAPTER TWO


The searing pain in his head brought Glen back to consciousness. If someone had told him a piston was inside his skull, thumping away rhythmically at full speed, he wouldn’t have questioned it. But the pounding in his head wasn’t the only thing he was having to contend with. Someone was shrieking . . . hysterically. In his befuddled state he couldn’t tell whether it was a man or a woman or decipher what they were yelling. But the racket they were making was preventing him from gathering his jumbled thoughts together, to work out just what had happened to him.


He managed to groan, ‘Please will you stop that yelling or my head will explode?’


Mercifully the shouting ceased and a woman’s voice cried, ‘Oh, thank God you’re not dead! Thank God. Thank God.’ Then her tone of relief became defensive. ‘But if I had killed you, I was only acting in self-defence.’


Glen was tentatively examining the side of his head with one hand, fully expecting to find half of it gone considering the pain he felt. His fingers touched a lump under his hat. It felt as big as an ostrich egg and he let out a small cry of: ‘Ouch!’ How on earth did he come to be lying here on the ground with an injury like this to his head? Then memory flooded back and he accused her, ‘You attacked me!’


Her tone of voice was still defensive. ‘Well, what did you expect me to do? Just sit back and allow you to do whatever you were about to?’


He managed to force open his eyes but couldn’t lift his head to look at his assailant as he was feeling disorientated, still seeing stars, though not so many as when he’d first come round. Scowling down at the hard ground, he queried: ‘What was I about to do?’


‘Rob me or . . .’


‘Or what?’ he snapped. ‘Listen, lady, the only thing I was attempting was to offer my help. You were upset . . . crying. I was concerned for you.’


There was silence for a moment before she uttered, ‘Oh! Oh, I see.’ Then defiance returned to her voice. ‘Well, how was I to know?’


‘You could have asked before you whacked me! Just what did you hit me with, by the way?’


‘My handbag.’


‘A handbag! What do you carry in it . . . a ton of bricks?’


‘No, just one. A woman has to protect herself from the likes of you in this Godforsaken place.’


He managed to lift his head then and look at her. The light was poor and it was difficult to tell her age or what she looked like, her face being cast into shadow, but he guessed she was in her early-forties and, from the coat and headscarf she was wearing, appeared just like an ordinary housewife, albeit with her clothes rumpled and a little dishevelled. What the likes of her was doing in this place he couldn’t begin to guess. He wanted to be angry with her for inflicting such unprovoked injury on him, but he also appreciated the reason why she’d lashed out. The characters who frequented this place were about as unsavoury as they came and she would have no reason to believe he was any different. ‘Look, I know I might not look exactly my best,’ he said, ‘but we’re not all thieves, winos, drug addicts or murderers, you know. Many of us haven’t chosen to live this life, but circumstances have given us no choice in the matter.’


Janet Clayton narrowed her eyes and looked him over. What she saw was a shambles of an individual, wearing clothes that should have been cremated a long time ago. It was hard to determine his age and whether he was good-looking or ugly as his face was hidden under a mass of facial hair, and it was her guess that under his holey woollen hat the hair on his head was equally as bushy and matted. The smell coming off him was vile. She doubted his body or clothes had seen soap and water for a very long time. She shuddered as it struck her that he was probably riddled with body and head lice and that she was in close enough proximity to catch them from him. There was one thing that confused her about this man, though. He didn’t blaspheme or have a coarse tone of voice, as she had always expected from low-bred people of his ilk.


Her look of utter revulsion made Glen inwardly cringe. He had lost count of the number of times he’d been viewed in this way by the general public. The humiliation and shame he experienced never diminished. As always he felt a desire to crawl into a hole and hide himself away from critical eyes. Despite still feeling woozy from the blow to his head, he struggled up, muttering, ‘I need to get off.’


Jan watched him stumble away unsteadily, keeping as close to the wall as possible, skirting around the rowdy drunken group gathered around the brazier. The fright and disgust she felt were making her nauseous.


Under normal circumstances she would never have placed herself within a dozen yards of such lowlifes, let alone actually be close enough to breathe the same air as them, but then her circumstances were far from normal at present and she was acutely aware that if she didn’t do something to change them, and quickly, very soon she would look and smell like the dirty creatures she found herself amongst now, being perceived as the dregs of the earth by the rest of society.


But how she’d get herself out of this situation was anyone’s guess.


Thinking of her circumstances brought a fresh swell of miserable tears to her eyes. She felt so alone and vulnerable. She was ravenously hungry but all she wanted to do was sleep for a while, to find some relief from the nightmare she was living. She pulled her coat around her and turned up her collar. Clutching her handbag to her, she slumped back against the hard wall and tried to make herself comfortable on the uneven ground, but just as she was about to close her eyes she realised with horror that several of the inebriated men around the brazier had noticed her and were taking more than a passing interest. Sheer panic overwhelmed her. When she had belived she was being accosted a few minutes ago she had screamed blue murder yet not one of the other inhabitants in this place had even looked in her direction to see what she was howling about, nor had they when she thought she had killed her suspected attacker, so if these men were taking an interest in her now it was for no good reason and she couldn’t expect anyone else to come to her aid, no matter how loud she screamed.


Her heart was pounding. She needed to get out of here . . . fast.


The only exit she was aware of was the way by which she around had come: past the men closely watching her now, standing around the blazing brazier; the same way that the tramp she was sure had been about to attack her had made his departure. Holding her handbag like a weapon, a determined look on her face, she took a deep breath before weaving her way towards the entrance. On nearing the men by the brazier, she skirted around them as far as was possible and in a meaningful tone addressed the ones taking an interest in her.


‘I’m warning you, don’t any of you make a move towards me or you’ll be on the receiving end of this.’ She waved the bag at them. ‘It’s got a . . . boulder in it. A huge one. Big enough to knock any of you into next Wednesday. If you think I’m bluffing then go and ask the man who’s just left. He tried it on with me, and he’s lucky to be alive.’


She was almost past them now, daring to think that her threat had worked. The men’s interest in her had waned and they seemed to have returned to carrying on with their drinking and rowdy gambling games. Then she noticed that one of them was still staring at her intently, a nasty glint in his beady eyes as he drained the dregs of his bottle of meths. If she had been able to see his mouth under his matted beard she would have seen a malicious smirk. There was no question what was on his mind.


Horror filled her. Without looking away from him, giving her handbag a threatening thrust in his direction, she hastened towards the entrance. It was only a few yards away but to Jan it seemed like miles. Then, to her absolute terror, she saw the leering man chuck away the empty bottle. It crashed against the wall behind him, smashing into smithereens, as with surprising agility he wormed round the back of the brazier and stood between her and the entrance, blocking her way.


Despite being aware that it would do her no good, Jan let out a terrified scream, which echoed around the cavernous walls. The light from the brazier flashed in the man’s eyes and she could see he was laughing at her, knowing he had her cornered. The next thing she knew he had lunged across and grabbed her wrist, holding her handbag to prevent her from attacking him with it while yanking her hard towards the back of the pitch-dark arches, where it was apparent he planned to have his way with her.


Screaming hysterically, she tried to dig her heels into the ground to counteract his fierce grip, but to no avail as the earth was too hard. She tried to kick out at him but her foot only contacted air. Then she tried to bite his wrist but the pair of filthy gloves and coat he had on left no bare patches for her to dig her teeth into. She was powerless to put a stop to his evil intentions. Her mind froze, her subconscious dreading to visualise what lay ahead.


He had dragged her almost as far as the light from the brazier reached. Ahead lay darkness where only the most fearless vagrants chose to sleep. Then, to her astonishment, he suddenly stopped dead and she heard a low voice say: ‘Let her go unless you want a taste of this.’ In the feeble light she could just make out the shape of a man standing in front of her assailant, pressing something into his side.


Jan held her breath, her heart thumping wildly, as the two men stared at each other for what seemed an age but was in truth a matter of a few seconds. Then her aggressor gave a grunt, released his grip on her and spun on his heel, giving her a rough shove out of his way. She watched, hardly daring to breathe, as he returned to the brazier, swearing and cursing en route, and snatched a bottle out of a crony’s hand, much to his displeasure, glugging back the contents.


She jumped as she felt a prod in her own side and a voice said, ‘I’d make a run for it, if I were you, before he changes his mind. And if you have any sense, you’ll give this place a wide berth in future.’


She realised from his voice that this was the vagrant she had clobbered with the brick inside her handbag only minutes ago. Before she could say anything to him he had turned away and was heading towards the entrance.


Jan was so befuddled by this sudden turn of events that she stared after him without saying anything for several long moments. Then her perilous situation occurred to her and she acted on her rescuer’s advice. She hurried after him, careful not to fall over any sleeping bodies, speeding up as she ran past the brazier and the men gathered around it, not daring to look in the direction of the vile creature who’d been about to rape her. Outside she did not pause to draw breath, desperate only to put some distance between herself and that awful place.


Suddenly she crashed into an unexpected obstacle and let out a cry of shock as the force of the impact sent her careering backwards. She landed heavily on her backside, handbag flying out of her hand and landing with a thud some feet away. She sat there feeling confused for a moment, wondering what she had collided with, then stiffened with alarm when she heard a groan of pain. She flashed a look around but it was too dark for her to see much as the street lights around here had been deliberately broken. Finally she saw the dim outline of a shape prostrate on the ground several feet away from her. She stared as it struggled to sit up, groaning painfully all the while. It was obviously a man.


It seemed he was better at seeing in the dark than she was. Rubbing his head where it had made contact with the pavement, he grumbled, ‘You seem hell-bent on finishing me off. Have you got some sort of vendetta against me?’


She recognised his voice. The man she had collided with was her saviour from the arches. ‘I’m sorry,’ she blurted, ‘I didn’t see you. I was trying to put some distance between me and that awful place. I was terrified that dreadful man might follow me.’


Glen had managed to get himself sitting upright now, one hand cradling another lump on his head, which he’d sustained at the hands of this woman. She was on her feet by now and stepped over to him, holding out her hand. ‘Let me help you up.’


He didn’t need to look at her face to tell that the thought of touching him was repellent to her. Ignoring her hand, he said gruffly, ‘I can manage, thank you.’ Once he’d managed to stand up, he checked that his sack of belongings was still attached to his frayed trouser belt, straightened his tattered clothes, then offered her a piece of advice before he turned and made his departure. ‘What you’re doing in these parts is your business, but as you’ve found out these are dangerous streets. If you’ve any sense, you’ll give the likes of the Grand Union arches a wide berth in future.’


She watched as he shambled off, shoulders hunched against the biting winter wind. The darkness soon swallowed him up, and then it seemed to descend on her, immobilising her with pure panic. Jan’s imagination ran riot. She envisaged eyes watching her, the people to whom they belonged ready to pounce. Maybe it was the man from the arches she was sensing; maybe he’d decided to come after her. If that were the case then she could forget her rescuer coming to her aid again as he had gone. She gave a violent shudder. She needed to get out of here and into the better-lit streets where she’d feel safer. She urgently needed to find some sort of shelter for the night, believing she had done so in the arches until she realised she had chosen just about the most dangerous place there was for the likes of her. It was barely past eight o’clock but bitterly cold already. There was no telling how much colder it was going to get as the night wore on. People froze to death in weather like this. But where could she find somewhere safe to rest her head, with no money in her purse? A vision of her saviour flooded back to mind. He was obviously a veteran of the streets so it was likely he would know. He was probably heading for it now, a safe haven for the night. She would follow him and see where he went.


Glen knew he was being followed. Whoever it was wasn’t trying to hide the fact. If they were after robbing him then they were wasting their time. He thrust his hand in his pocket and grabbed hold of his penknife, flicking open the blade. He stepped swiftly sideways into the shadows of an entry. As soon as the footsteps drew level with his hiding place, he jumped out, brandishing the knife at his suspected assailant. Before he could say anything his pursuer let out a scream. He recognised that sound. ‘You again!’ he snapped accusingly at Jan. ‘Why are you following me?’


She was staring wildly at the penknife. ‘Don’t hurt me! Please don’t hurt me . . .’


He flicked shut the blade and thrust it back into his pocket. ‘I’ve never hurt anyone with it yet. It’s just a deterrent. Up to now it’s worked. But I would use it if it were a matter of my life or death. Now why are you following me?’


She blustered, ‘I . . . I was hoping you were going to lead me to somewhere safe to spend the night.’


He stared at her, curious to know why the likes of her needed to sleep out for the night, but his years of living amongst types who held little regard for their fellow human beings had taught him that the less you knew about others, and the less they knew about you, the better. There were those who would happily slit your throat to get that knowledge out of you so as to use it to their own advantage. He told her, ‘I travel alone. It’s hard enough on the streets without being responsible for anyone else.’


He made to turn away then and continue on his way but Jan pleaded, ‘Oh, please don’t leave me on my own. I’m not asking you to be responsible for me but I’m scared. At least let me travel with you until we get out of this area.’


He frowned suspiciously at her. ‘I’ve seen the way you look at me. You’re seriously willing to be seen in public with the likes of me?’


To be honest, she wasn’t. The thought that anyone might class her as a street person like him was excruciatingly embarrassing to Jan. But this man was the nearest she had to an ally in this alien world she found herself in. He knew how to get by here when she didn’t have a clue. So she lied to him. ‘I haven’t a problem with it at all.’


He knew she was being far from truthful but, if he were honest with himself, his conscience wouldn’t allow him to walk away from a vulnerable female while she was in a potentially dangerous environment. He said grudgingly, ‘It’s a free country. I can’t stop you walking where you want to.’


Jan was almost grateful the weather was as bitter as it was. The other pedestrians they encountered were far more interested in getting home to pay much attention to the filthy vagrant and the dishevelled woman they passed on the street. Regardless, when Jan saw someone approaching, she hunched her shoulders and lowered her head. They hadn’t spoken a word since they had set off. Several times she began to say something, merely to break the silence, but sensed her companion might become irritated by any female chit-chat and demand they part ways, and that was the last thing Jan wanted. She hadn’t a clue where they were heading.


The grim back streets they were travelling down were completely unknown to her. Jan hadn’t come from the most salubrious area, far from it, but hers was a far cry from here. She vehemently hoped this wasn’t where her newfound friend was planning to spend the night, in some rat-infested derelict building or such like, as she doubted the people who lived around here were any more reliable than those who inhabited the arches. She was pleased when it became clear that their surroundings were improving, leaving weed-infested cobbles and red-brick back-to-back terraces for tree-lined streets with gabled houses set back from the road behind large neat gardens. Hopefully there was somewhere around here that he knew of where they could rest. But still they continued walking.


It seemed to Jan that they had been walking for miles. She had hardly had any sleep the night before, staying in a miserable guest house on a flat lumpy mattress, trying to shut out the noises the other guests were making. The landlady had had the cheek to charge her ten shillings for her night’s lodging, all the money she’d had left in the world. Now she was struggling to put one foot in front of the other. Never before in all her life had she craved a cup of hot tea and a place to rest her aching body. She was following Glen across a crossroads when, on the opposite corner, she saw a church, light shining through its stained-glass windows. God had played a large part in the situation she found herself in now and she felt that she was finished with religion, but the church itself, a quiet place, seemed to be beckoning to her to take sanctuary.


‘Mister! Excuse me, Mister!’ she called out to Glen, who was several yards ahead of her.


It took him a few seconds to register who his companion was addressing. He hadn’t been called ‘Mister’ by anyone for such a long time now. He stopped and turned to look back at her.


‘We’ve walked for miles and I’m just about fit to drop. Could we stop and rest for a minute in that church over there?’


He glanced across at it before turning his attention back to her. There was a sharp edge to his voice when he said, ‘We’ve barely walked one mile, let alone miles. You’ll have to get used to walking long distances if you’re going to survive on the streets. I want to get where I’m heading before anyone else beats us to it.’ Then he saw the tiredness in her eyes, the weary stoop of her shoulders, and grudgingly relented. ‘All right, I suppose five minutes’ rest won’t hurt. But no more than five or I’ll be off without you. Come on.’


It could hardly be classed as warm inside the thick stone walls but at least they afforded a reprieve from the biting wind. Jan was far too grateful to be resting her aching body to notice she had sat down on a pew close beside her unsavoury-looking companion. It wasn’t until she had slipped off her shoes and lifted one leg so she could massage some life back into her foot that she noticed a gathering of people at the top of the aisle. From the way they were acting it was apparent that a wedding rehearsal was in progress. A moment or two’s observation told her that the bride-to-be would have been a very attractive young woman, had she not been scowling in frustration as she ordered everyone else about. Most of the party looked mortally fed up with her and none more so than the prospective bridegroom. The elderly vicar, a middle-aged, kindly-looking man, was doing his best to calm the situation.


Suddenly the bride-to-be seemed to sense the presence of others. She turned and looked down the aisle at Glen and Jan, resting in the top pew. On seeing the calibre of the new arrivals, her expression turned to one of absolute horror and she loudly exclaimed, ‘What are those people doing here?’


The vicar looked down the aisle before telling her, ‘This is a church. Everyone is welcome here.’


The soon-to-be bridegroom looked severely embarrassed and said to his fiancée, ‘They aren’t doing any harm, love. It’s bitter outside, they’re just having a warm.’


She blurted out, ‘Yes, yes, I can appreciate that, but there are other churches they can choose to shelter in. It doesn’t have to be this one, and certainly not during my wedding rehearsal.’ She eyed the vicar imploringly. ‘My parents could arrive at any minute. My father suffers from bad health, and if my mother thought for one second he was at risk of catching anything she would whip him straight back home, rehearsal or no rehearsal. My parents are all the family I’ve got and if that happened I’d have no one to give me away. Surely in the circumstances you can ban the likes of them from coming in here, just while my rehearsal is taking place tonight.’ She fixed her eyes on her fiancé. ‘Can’t we give them some money and tell them to go and have something to eat . . . a bath even, as I can smell them from here? Please, Neil, you have to get rid of them before my parents arrive.’


Despite the distance between them, Jan had heard every word the young woman said and had never felt so humiliated in all her life. She didn’t know where to hide her face. She felt a hand touch her arm, turned and saw Glen telling her with the look in his eyes that it was time for them to go. Her shoe was back on her foot and she was out of the church door and hurrying down the path back to the crossroads before he had even managed to ease himself out of the pew.


Joining her outside, Glen said matter-of-factly, ‘You’re going to have to grow yourself a thicker skin if you want to survive on the streets. That was mild compared to some of the abuse I’ve had to deal with. Wait until the drunks start spilling out of the pubs. There are always more of them towards Christmas.’ Then he turned in the direction they had been heading and continued walking.


Jan looked after him, horrified. It seemed to her nothing could be worse than what she had just endured. The thought of going through that ever again, or worse, was unthinkable. She had to get herself out of this living hell in which she found herself. But how she would manage that without any means at her disposal was as insoluble problem.




CHAPTER THREE


Back inside the church, Neil Graham, a tall boyish-faced nineteen year old with a short back and sides haircut and a hint of a quiff in front, was looking very pensive. His fiancée, a pretty girl of around eighteen dressed in the height of fashion, in a full red skirt with layers of netting underneath, a wide black belt around her trim waist and a short-sleeved Peter Pan-collared blouse under a pink cardigan with embroidered black flowers down the front, stood deep in conversation with the frustrated-looking vicar, intent on checking that every minute detail of the forthcoming wedding service was dealt with to her satisfaction. Neil gave a deep sigh, a grave expression settling over his face. There was something he had to do, something he should have done a long time ago . . . but each time he thought he had built up the courage, at the last minute it had failed him.


Taking a deep breath, he cupped his fiancée’s elbow and said to her, ‘I need to talk to you, Cait. Now, please.’ Suddenly remembering his manners, he said to the vicar, ‘I do apologise for the interruption.’


The clergyman looked relieved rather than offended, and indicated that there was no problem.


Tossing back her mane of long blond hair, Caitlyn Thomas responded, ‘Can’t it wait, Neil? I still have a few details I need to discuss with Reverend Harper and . . .’


He said evenly, ‘Cait, you’ve given your instructions to the Reverend on several previous occasions to my knowledge. I’m sure you don’t need to keep going over them with him. Now I do need to speak to you.’ He then asked the clergyman, ‘Is there somewhere private we can go, please?’


‘You’re quite welcome to use the Vestry,’ Reverend Harper told him. Then he took a quick glance at his watch. ‘Er . . . will this take long, Mr Graham? Only we’re already over-running and I have sick parishioners to visit yet.’


Neil assured him, ‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’


The rest of the gathering looked on perplexed as he guided a bemused Cait into the Vestry. Once inside, Neil shut the door behind them.


She stared at him expectantly for a moment. When he stared back at her, seemingly tongue-tied, her impatience got the better of her and she snapped, ‘Neil, you said what you had to say to me was urgent, so please get on with it. I have a mountain of things still to do and the wedding is only seven days away.’


He had been experiencing feelings of dread, afraid that yet again he was going to back down and not tell her what he knew he needed to, but Cait’s reminding him that their wedding was only a few days away hardened his resolve. He blurted out, ‘I can’t do this any more, Cait.’


She stared at him, utterly shocked, before smiling brightly and telling him, ‘Oh, goodness, for a moment there I thought you were telling me you didn’t want to marry me! But you mean you can’t do any more of this rehearsal tonight as you’ve arranged to meet your mates in the pub. Surely they’ll understand why you’re late, though, considering the circumstances. It’s not like it’s your stag night, is it? That’s not until next Friday. And while we’re on the subject, Neil, please make sure those mates of yours don’t let you drink too . . .’


He sharply interjected, ‘Cait! Will you for once let me finish what I want to say without assuming you know what it is?’


Her mouth snapped shut and her eyes widened in shock. Neil had never used this tone of voice to her before.


Taking advantage of the silence, he told her, ‘When I said I can’t go on with this any more you were right to think I meant with the wedding.’


Her jaw dropped and she stared at him for several seconds before she whispered, ‘You do want to call the wedding off?’


Without hesitation, he nodded. ‘Yes, I do. I’m sorry, Cait, I really am.’


She gazed at him a while longer before she gave a knowing laugh, patted him affectionately on the arm and told him, ‘Oh, sweetheart, you’re just suffering from wedding nerves, that’s all. All grooms suffer from them.’


She turned away from him and made to head for the door but he grabbed her arm. When she was facing him again, he said to her, ‘I’m not suffering from wedding nerves, Cait. I . . . I . . . well, there’s no easy way of putting this, but the truth is that I don’t want to marry you. I can’t see a happy future for me with you, Cait, it’s as simple as that.’


It was evident that this announcement had stunned her rigid. She stared open-mouthed at him again before she blustered, ‘Then why did you ask me to spend the rest of my life with you?’


He sighed heavily, raking one hand through his hair. ‘I didn’t ask you to, Cait.’


She looked stupefied. ‘Yes, you did. In the Chinese restaurant that Saturday night.’


He shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t. On the table near us a man proposed to his girlfriend, which we couldn’t help but overhear, and you said that you’d like to get married, which I took to mean one day, so I said that I would too, and have a couple of children, and you assumed from what I’d just said that I was proposing to you . . .’


Her mouth was opening and closing fish-like and she seemed dazed. ‘So . . . so why didn’t you put me right about my mistake?’


Neil was feeling mortally uncomfortable with the way this was going but knew he owed it to himself not to get cold feet now. ‘You never gave me the chance to. Next thing I knew you’d got the waiter to fetch a bottle of sparkling wine and were arranging for us to visit jewellery shops to buy an engagement ring – and you wouldn’t allow me a word in edgeways. It was like a roller-coaster after that. Everyone knew and the wedding was being planned and I didn’t know how to stop it!’


‘Well, we were in love. I didn’t see any point in waiting.’


He sighed heavily, hanging his head. He hadn’t the heart to hurt Cait further by telling her exactly how he felt about her. How claustrophobic it made him feel, the way she clung to him like a limpet whenever they were out together, as though afraid that if she let go of him he’d run off and leave her. He disliked the way she always thought she knew what he wanted better than he did; the way she strove constantly to please him, from the clothes she wore to the way she acted; how she hung on his every word. No matter how much affection he showed her, it never seemed to be enough for her and she constantly demanded more.


When they had first met, he’d enjoyed having a girlfriend who didn’t hide the fact she thought him god-like; clung to him as if afraid to let him go; decided what they would do whenever they went out so as to save him the headache. Despite his friends ribbing him that he was under her thumb, Neil felt he’d died and gone to heaven. But then, after her misinterpretation of the scene in the Chinese restaurant, Cait had not given him a chance to put her straight. He’d been swiftly introduced to her parents and with horror saw his own future yawn before him, a pale shadow of a man with a suffocating wife.


After being introduced to her parents, witnessing for himself how her mother doted on her father, pandered to his every whim, made decisions for him without consulting him as if he had no mind of his own, Neil could understand why Cait believed that was how marriage was conducted. And it had shocked him to witness the way her parents, her mother in particular, treated their daughter – with such indifference, coldness even. It was no wonder that she looked to him to supply all her emotional support as clearly she received none at home. But a marriage like that was not for him. He wanted one like his parents shared. Open and loving, each respecting the fact that the other had a mind of their own.


He’d lost count of the number of times he’d tried to tell Cait how he felt and end their relationship, but each time he managed to find an opportunity his courage failed him. Neil was a thoughtful young man and knew how hurt she’d be. But if he did not come clean with her now he might never be able to summon the courage again, and then he’d be stuck for life in a marriage that would be miserable for him.


Neil took a deep breath, lifted his head and looked her in the eye. His voice had a note of finality in it. ‘Please accept the fact that I don’t want to marry you, Cait. You’ll meet someone else who’ll love having the kind of wife you’ll make him, but what you’re offering is not for me.’ Having finally said his piece and well aware of the upset his announcement was causing, he felt a sudden desperate need to put some distance between them. He shouldered the door open and left her alone in the Vestry.


Her face ashen, Cait stared after him in horror. Her mind was unable to accept what had just transpired. Neil hadn’t ended their relationship, he couldn’t have. This was some sort of macabre joke . . . she was having a nightmare and would soon wake up. Apart from the fact that she loved him so very much, it was imperative that she should be married before her eighteenth birthday only a few weeks away or the consequences would be unbearable. And with that thought fear flooded her, so acute that she started to shake and her thoughts began to whirl. Neil’s words had been so final. She had worked so tirelessly hard since the moment she had met him and realised he was the one to make herself indispensable to . . . she had tried to become his perfect woman. But obviously she had failed. If she could find out in what way then maybe she could make amends. Surely their relationship was salvageable . . . there was still a chance that the wedding would go ahead. With hope rising in her, she made to chase after him but then wondered if it would be prudent to let him cool down for a while before she made any attempt at a reconciliation


She jumped as the door opened and her chief bridesmaid, Gina, came in. Cait had never been so glad to see her friend in all her life. Gina would advise her on how to handle this situation.


‘Oh, Gina, I so desperately need your . . .’


But before she could say another word, Gina blurted out, ‘Neil has just told us all that the wedding’s cancelled, Cait. He went off without explaining why. Couldn’t seem to get out of the church quick enough.’


Gina looked really upset, which Cait assumed was because she was concerned for her.


‘I hope I can still salvage the situation . . . it’s just nerves. I’m not sure of the right way to go about it, though, and I’d like your advice on whether I . . .’


Her face sulky, Gina cut in, ‘Oh! This means I won’t get to wear that lovely dress now, will I? I was hoping that Raymond might propose to me when he saw you two getting hitched. Anyway, I’d best tell the others there’s no point in hanging around here any longer. If we hurry, we can still get in at the skiffle club. See you tomorrow at work then.’


With that she spun on her heel and departed, leaving Cait staring after her.


For the second time in less than half an hour she had trouble accepting what had just happened. Gina was supposed to be her friend, to come to her aid when she was needed, but all she seemed to care about was that she wouldn’t get to wear her bridesmaid’s dress. And what struck Cait now was the fact that her friend hadn’t seemed a bit surprised that Neil had called off the wedding.


There had been far too many times in the past when Cait had felt alone in the world, but never more so than she did now. The tears came then, fast and furious, and she wept unashamedly, feeling utterly bereft. Then, after several minutes of miserable crying, a thought struck her. Wiping her face on the sleeve of her cardigan, she pondered on it. Despite his adamant denial, was Neil only suffering from pre-wedding nerves as she had assumed? Had he come to regret his impulsive actions already? Was he maybe waiting for her outside the church, or outside her house, to beg her to forgive him and put matters right with her? How she hoped . . . prayed . . . that he was.


Pulling herself together, she made her way back into the church, stunned to find that none of their friends or members of Neil’s family were waiting for her. Like Gina, it seemed, they felt no concern for how she might be feeling and saw no need to offer any support, save for the vicar who was waiting for her down by the door, ready to lock up after she had left.


She fought to find something to say to cover the acute humiliation and embarrassment of Neil’s jilting of her. But when she drew level with him, she had no words at all.


He smiled sympathetically at her and said, ‘In my experience, most weddings have a slight hitch or two before the big day. I’m sure you’ll sort your differences out.’


So was Cait, but ‘slight hitch’ was hardly how she would describe the situation between Neil and her – it was more a cataclysmic event, but she appreciated that the vicar was doing his best to make her feel better. Unfortunately, he hadn’t succeeded.


Smiling wanly at him, she went outside. Any hope she’d had that Neil would be waiting there for her was dashed. All she could hope now was that he would call at her house, and with that in mind she hurried off home.




CHAPTER FOUR


Jan had never been so cold in her life. Her bones felt as if they were frozen solid and she was afraid that if she didn’t manage to stop her teeth from chattering together they’d smash to smithereens. The bare stone step of the shop doorway was unyielding and, with no other protection against the bitter weather than the clothes she was wearing, getting herself into a position comfortable enough to afford her some sleep was impossible. Very kindly her travelling companion had offered her his blanket before they’d gone into their separate shelters, but at the time she couldn’t help but look utterly disgusted by the thin holey material with the vile smell emanating from it. Later she wished she hadn’t been so particular as the bit of warmth it would have offered her would have far outweighed her initial revulsion. The only consolation was that the doorway was deep and so for the most part shielded her from the relentless wind.


It wasn’t just the incessant cold and hunger that were getting to her. She felt so terribly vulnerable and her nerves were on edge, the incident in the arches still weighing heavily on her. Even had she been able to make herself comfortable enough to sleep, she doubted she would have dared to render herself so helpless. Another evil-minded person like the one in the arches could easily happen upon her and see her as easy prey, despite the fact that her saviour was only a few feet away in the doorway of the shop next-door.


A picture of him rose in her mind then. The dregs of society, most people would see him as, like she herself had only a few hours ago, but underneath those tattered, filthy clothes and mass of matted hair was a man with some common decency. She had noted too that he did not speak in the thick Leicester brogue of these parts, and his speech was free from swear words. She judged that his background was probably very different from the rest of the lowlifes she’d come across these last few days. She wondered how a man like him had come to end up living on the streets. It was with a sense of shock that she then realised he had saved her from a terrible ordeal and yet she didn’t even know his name.


She froze suddenly as she sensed another presence nearby and jerked her head up to look fearfully at the entrance to the street. Her heart thumped, the breath seeming to freeze in her lungs. A shadowy figure seemed to be staring back at her. She immediately assumed an assailant was sizing her up to ascertain whether she was worthy of robbing. Instinctively she brandished her handbag at them, to show that she was armed and wouldn’t take an attack on her person lightly. The shadowy figure stepped into the entrance. She opened her mouth to scream blue murder, desperately hoping that yet again her saviour nearby would come to her rescue, when to her utter relief a flicker of light lit the stranger’s face and a puff of smoke streamed into the bitter air. Her would-be attacker was just a pedestrian who had stopped to shelter in the shop doorway while lighting a cigarette.


After they had gone on their way it took several moments for Jan to calm herself down enough to try and get some desperately needed sleep, but each time she heard the slightest noise she would sit bolt upright again, eyes locked on the doorway to the dark street beyond. Finally she decided that risking the chance of catching fleas or lice and enduring the foulest of stenches was preferable to causing herself a heart attack with her own jagged nerves.


She struggled up and made her way round to the doorway where her saviour was sheltering. He was staring back at her before she set foot inside.


‘Oh, you can’t sleep either,’ she said to him as she stepped into the long entrance. Shop windows to either side displayed the goods for sale in the establishment – a selection of winter woollens in bright colours which were being promoted as perfect Christmas presents. Jan stopped a foot or so away from where he sat huddled up against the shop door.


He responded a mite grumpily, ‘I was asleep until I sensed your arrival. You’ll learn to sleep with one eye open and your ears on alert if you want to survive on these streets.’


A violent shiver ran up Jan’s spine, which was nothing to do with the freezing weather but more acute fear at the thought of having to spend another night like this. If anyone had ever believed that sleeping rough held an element of freedom and glamour to it, then they were mad. She meant this night to be her one and only experience of sleeping out. She had to stay positive, believe there was a way to get herself out of this situation, it was just that she hadn’t thought of it yet.


She said to the man, ‘I apologise for waking you.’


He stifled a yawn. ‘Well, if you hadn’t, there’s a good chance I would have been awake soon enough as it’s nearly chucking out time . . . that’s if the coppers haven’t moved us on before then. It’s rare to get a full night’s sleep, what with one thing and another. Did . . . er . . . you want something?’


She eyed him awkwardly. ‘Well . . . I was wondering if that offer of the blanket is still open? I . . . er . . . didn’t take it up before as I didn’t want to deprive you of it, but . . . well . . . I’m so cold.’


He knew she wasn’t being truthful over the reason for declining his offer and supposed if their roles were reversed he would not have wanted to accept the filthy article either, but the bitter weather tonight was overriding any fear of what she might catch from it. He supposed she didn’t give a thought to the way her manner towards him only served to remind him further to what a low state he’d been reduced, for which again he couldn’t blame her. Thankfully he had learned over the years to ignore others’ negative reactions to him. Pulling the blanket off himself, he held it out for Jan to take. Her slight hesitation before she did so was not lost on him.


‘Thank you,’ she said, wrapping the article around herself. Then she stood eyeing him awkwardly again for a moment before she ventured, ‘Er . . . do you mind if I squat down here, only . . . I’m . . . er . . .’


Scared, frightened, feeling vulnerable on her own, just like he’d been when he’d first started sleeping rough. Glen wasn’t at all keen on the idea of sharing space. He was used to his own company, and it was bad enough having to watch his own back in these mean streets let alone hers as well, which he’d feel obliged to do as he had in the arches. He’d had no choice about losing his self-respect and being reduced to doing things in order to survive that would have absolutely appalled him when he’d been part of normal society, but at least he’d managed to cling on to some of his old beliefs, including the one that a man naturally protects a woman, which was urging him now to tell her to stay. But his opinion turned out to be irrelevant as she was already trying to make herself comfortable on the hard stone floor a foot or so away from him.


He watched her for a while, trying to achieve her task but failing miserably. Finally, in frustration that her shuffling about was preventing him from snatching some sleep while he could, he snapped, ‘Why don’t you take that brick out of your handbag that you just about finished me off with, then use the bag as a pillow?’


‘Oh, I never thought of that,’ she gratefully responded. ‘Thank you.’


He then spent another frustrating few minutes watching her try to get herself into a comfortable position until finally he sat up and said gruffly, ‘Look, why don’t you swallow your pride and go home?’


Jan stopped her shuffling and sat up to look at him, her face tight with annoyance. She snapped, ‘Do you seriously think I’d be willingly putting myself through this . . . this . . . living nightmare if it was as simple as that!’


‘Well, in my experience many people end up on the streets after silly family feuds that go beyond repair because neither side will make the first move to sort things out.’


She eyed him curiously. ‘Is that what happened to you then?’


He fell silent for a moment before he said, ‘No. It’s more complicated in my case.’


‘So is my situation.’ Jan gave a deep sigh and said quietly, ‘My husband’s chucked me out. Told me never to darken his door again. He meant it.’


It was Glen’s turn to eye her curiously. ‘Just like that? For no reason?’


‘Oh, he had a reason. Me having an affair.’


‘What reason did he give you for believing such a terrible thing?’


‘He didn’t need to give me any. He caught me red-handed in bed with another man.’


Glen had heard many dreadful stories about how people landed up in dire straits, but nevertheless he was taken aback by this woman’s admission as she didn’t seem the type somehow. But then appearances could be deceptive, as he’d found out to his own cost many moons ago. Whether he wanted to know the gory details or not it seemed he was going to be given no choice as Jan continued speaking.


‘Harry could at least have asked me what had driven me into another man’s arms before he threw me out. Maybe then he might not think so badly of me and would accept part of the responsibility.’ She paused for a moment, her eyes growing misty. ‘At one time we had a successful marriage. He was a good husband to me and father to our son. The three of us always did everything together . . . well, until that horrible evening.’


She paused to flick a tear off her eyelid and there was great sadness in her voice when she carried on. ‘I couldn’t have wished for a better son. Keith loved his mum and dad and never in all his years did I hear any back chat from him or grumbles and groans if I asked him to run an errand for me.’ A smile on her lips, she said, ‘He had this shock of thick brown hair, the kind that whatever you plastered on it would not lie down, and a splattering of freckles across his nose . . . and such a cheeky grin. He was the happy-go-lucky sort and everyone loved him. I always had a succession of kids knocking on my door, asking for him to come out and play.


‘A gang of them come knocking for him that night. They’d all had their dinner but we hadn’t. I told Keith he couldn’t go out until he’d had his, but then Harry asked me how long it would be before I dished up. When I said about fifteen minutes, he said it wouldn’t hurt to let the lad go out meanwhile as long as he came in as soon as he was shouted. I relented and off Keith went. I remember I was singing to myself in the kitchen. I was so very happy, you see. After trying for another baby for the best part of nine years and being convinced it was never going to happen for us again, I had only the day before found out from the doctor that I hadn’t got a stomach complaint but was about three months pregnant! Harry was jubilant and Keith couldn’t wait to have a little brother or sister.’


She paused to draw breath, pain at the memories she was relaying evident on her face before she went on. ‘I was just about to shout through to ask Harry to fetch Keith in when there was this horrendous banging on the front door and I could hear our names being shouted from outside. Harry got to the door first and I was hurrying down the passage when I heard one of Keith’s friend’s screeching we’d best come quick as he had had an accident. I knew it had to be serious as Keith wasn’t the sort to cry over a grazed knee.’


Her voice lowered to barely a whisper then and Glen had to strain hard to hear her. ‘He was already dead by the time we got there. Ten years old he was, his whole life in front of him, and it was taken away over some foolish bet. One of his friends had been given an old stop watch and it was decided that they would see who out of them could shin up and down the lamp-post the quickest. Keith had got to the top and, in his haste to get back down, lost his grip and fell off, smashing his head on the pavement. The doctor told us he died instantly. Next thing I can remember is waking up in hospital hours later. I’d gone into deep shock and passed out. Harry, my mother and my two sisters were crying at my bedside. Their tears weren’t just for Keith but for our unborn child too. The shock had caused me to miscarry. So, that dreadful night, we’d lost not one child but two.
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