



[image: ]







 
 
 

 
Onwards and Upwards

 

 
LYNDA PAGE

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2006 Lynda Page

 



 
The right of Lynda Page to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 



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

 



 
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 8302 3

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





Lynda Page was born and brought up in Leicester. The eldest of four daughters, she left home at seventeen and has had a wide variety of office jobs. She lives in a village near Leicester. Her previous sagas are also available from Headline, and have been highly praised:

 



‘You’ll be hooked from page one’ Woman’s Realm


 



‘Filled with lively characters and compelling action’ Books


 



‘It’s a story to grip you from the first page to the last’ Coventry Evening Telegraph


 



‘An enjoyable read with lots going on to keep you hooked until the very end’ Wiltshire Times


 



‘A cracking good yarn’ Lancashire Evening Post


 



‘Cookson/Cox aficionados who’ve missed her should grab this. Romantic and gripping’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph


 



‘A gripping tale . . . [a] fantastic book’ Yours magazine

 



‘A terrific author’ Bookseller





For Eileen and Frank Embleton.

 



It frightens me to count the number of years we have been friends.

 



I love you both.




Acknowledgements

To all the readers of my books – you keep me doing 
what I love doing best.

Thank you.




CHAPTER ONE


Nineteen thousand, seven hundred and forty-six pounds, seventeen shillings and fourpence. The figures danced tantalisingly before the dark brown eyes of twenty-three-year-old Daniel Maws. A man with this kind of money to his name was a rich man indeed, set up for life. At today’s hourly rates of pay for the kind of job he was employed to do, it would take at least twenty years for him to earn such an enormous amount. There were so many things a huge windfall such as this could buy him. A big house with a large garden in a good area; a smart car parked in the sweeping, well-tended drive; a business of his own which would support this new lifestyle after the winnings ran out. And still there’d be more than enough left over for them to take a luxury holiday somewhere exotic like Torquay or Bournemouth for a week – no, a fortnight. They’d take real leather luggage with them, not imitation, packed solid with the cut of clothes people of means wore when staying in first-class hotels. He’d be able to make his mother’s and mother-in-law’s lives easier too, but most important to  him, he’d be able to offer his beloved wife of six months, Maxina, the kind of lifestyle working-class types like themselves usually only dreamed about, regardless of the fact he had never heard Maxie even hint that she was anything other than happy with the life they had already.

The pools official was coming towards him now, the precious cheque clutched in his hand, as simultaneously rapturous applause and cheers erupted from the large crowd who’d gathered to witness this momentous occasion. Danny was in no doubt they were all envious of him. His heart pounded in anticipation. He held out his hand in readiness to receive his life-changing award and realised his arm was being vigorously shaken. Jerking round his head, he was most surprised to see a pair of beady eyes glaring back at him. What was Mrs Watkins, one of his customers, doing at this prestigious affair, and especially dressed as she was?

Before he could enquire she blurted, ‘A’ yer ever gonna deliver me milk today? My old man’s moaning for his cuppa. He’s a grumpy old bugger at the best of times first thing, but without his milky brew he’s worse than a madman with an axe in his head.’ She paused long enough to screw up her old face quizzically. ‘And what yer holding yer hand out like that for? And why’ve yer got that silly grin on yer face? Yer look like a village idiot, so you do.’

The life-changing cheque, the portly official about to hand it to him, and the cheering crowd around vanished in a moment. Cruelly snatched from his delicious  daydream back into the realms of reality, a shamefaced Danny mumbled, ‘Eh? Oh, I was er . . . er . . . Look, I’m sorry, Mrs Watkins, for the delay today but you see . . .’

‘Oh, don’t bother me with yer excuses, lad, just deliver me bottle of milk and bring peace to me house. In fact, I’ll help meself as at the pace you’re going this morning it’ll be lunchtime before anyone in this street gets their breakfast.’ She pulled a bottle of sterilised milk out of a full crate, then wagging a warning finger at him, added, ‘In all fairness, I know yer’ve only been in this job a week but I’d watch it, lad, if I was you,’cos folks in this street are starting to grumble about yer time-keeping. It only takes one to decide they’ve had enough and make a complaint to the dairy, and you’ll have had yer chips. Thirty years Sid Clapper had the round before you and never once was he late, hail, rain or shine, from the day he started. Air raids never stopped him neither during the war. And yer never caught him reading the newspaper on duty,’ she said, flashing a scathing glance at the copy of the Daily Sketch that Danny had open across his knees.

He watched the wizened old woman scuttle off up the street towards her shabby terrace house, her sparse salt-and-pepper hair scraped back under a holey blue hairnet, faded pink fleecey dressing gown pulled tight around her shrivelled body. She kicked the door shut behind her with one disintegrating slipper.

Danny privately conceded that for the first few days  in his new job his customers had received their daily delivery later than they should have while he’d been getting to grips with his new responsibilities, but today’s delay wasn’t entirely down to him. Machinery that sealed the foil tops on the filled bottles had broken down during the night and the couple of hours lost while the night-duty mechanic fixed it had meant all the milkmen had been late leaving this morning.

His eyes settled again on the bold headline in his newspaper. He gave a despondent sigh. Judging by the photograph, the balding, beaming, smartly dressed and extremely lucky man who had won the pools’ jackpot the previous Saturday didn’t look to be so much in need of the windfall as Danny was himself. According to the accompanying article, he was the owner of a prosperous plumbing business, so he was already well off anyway. Money came to money, it seemed to Danny. Not that he begrudged the man his good fortune, far from it. Danny was generous by nature and liked to see people make good, most especially working-class types like himself. But if the truism was accurate, then he and Maxie, despite both working hard, were destined to live out their lives scratting from one pay day to the next. Nevertheless, he was happy with the life he had, and if it continued just as it was it wouldn’t bother Danny in the slightest. All the riches in the world wouldn’t make up for it if he ever lost his Maxie.

A gust of chilly early-morning wind whipping through the open sides of the milk float made him  shudder, and also served to remind him where he was and what he was supposed to be doing. If he didn’t get a move on he would most certainly start to annoy the customers and then demotion to his old job back inside the dairy, or worse still the sack, were strong possibilities. Folding up the newspaper, he put it in his haversack along with his lunch box, pushing it under his seat.

The street he was delivering on rose quite steeply for a hundred or so yards, then levelled out before rising steeply again. Pressing his foot down hard on the accelerator pedal to get as much power as he could into the engine, he coaxed the electric vehicle along. He had only travelled halfway up the incline when his attention was caught by a young woman. It was obvious from her dishevelled appearance and the fact that her thick hand-knitted jumper was inside out that she had dressed hurriedly that morning. She was pushing a dilapidated and cumbersome Silver Cross coach pram with one hand while urgently flagging him down with the other. He brought the float to a halt alongside her. She didn’t look at all happy and Danny felt certain he knew the reason why.

‘Yer late today, Milky,’ she snapped at him. ‘In fact, yer’ve bin late every day since you took over from the last one. I’m Mrs White from number sixty-nine. You should have delivered to me ages ago. I’ve not been able to give my Ronnie his bottle ’cos I’ve no milk to fill it with nor to put on his Farley’s rusk. The poor little blighter’s starving and it’s no good me trying to  explain to him that he’ll have to wait ’cos the milky ain’t shown yet, ’cos at six months old, well, he don’t understand, does he?’

Danny cast a look at the grubby baby propped up inside the pram, his chubby face smeared with crisscross grimy tear tracks and dried mucus under his button nose. Their eyes locked and Danny felt it must surely be his imagination that the child was staring at him accusingly, as if blaming him entirely for his own hungry state. Dragging his eyes from the child, Danny looked back at Mrs White apologetically. ‘Look, I’m sorry I’ve been late since I took over this round, but I promise I’ll do my best to make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

‘It better hadn’t ’cos I’m warning yer – I’ll have to put in a complaint to the dairy. I’ll help meself to me two pints,’ she said, letting go of the pram handle to lean over and grab hold of two bottles of pasteurised from the crate nearest to her. Turning back to the pram to put the bottles inside and hurry home to feed her baby, she let out a terrified shriek. Simultaneously the two bottles slipped from her hands to crash to the ground, sending glass and milk scattering all ways.

At her shout Danny automatically stuck his head out of the cab to see what had caused her outburst and his eyes popped open to witness the pram careering off down the road, gathering momentum as it went, the propped-up baby inside screaming hysterically at its sudden alienation from his mother. Without further ado Danny leaped out of his cab and pelted after the  pram, losing his cap which rolled into a puddle in a gutter but just managing to grab hold of the handle before the pram collided with a parked Transit van at the bottom of the hill.

The rhythmic jangling of bottles then caught his attention and he jerked round his head, his jaw dropping open in horror to see the milk float, travelling backwards and veering dangerously from side to side, go sailing past him. Seconds later it came to a crashing halt against a lamp post, dashing the stacked crates of full and empty milk bottles to smithereens against the cobbled road. A white river of milk swirled in the gutter. Staring open-mouthed at the chaos around him and very aware of the repercussions this was going to cause, Danny was oblivious to the street’s inhabitants spilling out into the street to see what all the commotion was about.

An hysterical Mrs White arrived to grab her still wailing baby out of its pram and clutch him protectively to her. ‘Oh, yer saved me baby, Milky!’ she cried. ‘Oh, thank you, thank you. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking of, not putting the brake on the pram before I let go of the handle. Oh, my Ronnie could’ve bin killed! Yer a hero, Milky, yer really are.’ It was only then that the state of the float registered with her. Pulling a face, she grumbled, ‘Oh, no. This means I’ll have to traipse all the way down the shop to get me milk this morning, and that old bat that runs it charges a penny a pint more than you do.’

[image: 001]

A while later an ashamed Danny was facing his very angry dairy manager.

‘Of all the stupid things to do! Not putting the brake on the float, and on a hill like you was on . . . I had high hopes of you, Maws, I really had.’ Wilf Stibbins, a small, rotund man with thin greying hair cut in a short back and sides, horn-rimmed spectacles clamped high on the bridge of his misshapen nose, paused just long enough to shake his head ruefully and take a deep breath before continuing his lecture.

‘Look at the state of you,’ he snapped, giving Danny a disgusted glance. ‘You’re a disgrace to this dairy. And where’s your cap? Caps are to be worn at all times, you know that. I really felt you had the makings of a top-notch roundsman, Maws, I really did. I took a gamble, with you being on the young side for such a responsible job, but I was positive I was doing the right thing in promoting you above several others, all champing at the bit to get Sid’s round when he retired.

‘Yer’ve let me down badly, lad, you really have. Barely a week in the job and already you’ve caused the firm untold costs. Whether the float is salvageable remains to be seen, not to mention the lost revenue. It was practically full. The owner isn’t going to be very happy when I explain this to him. Well, I don’t think I need tell you how serious this matter is, Maws. It grieves me to do it as you’ve been a good employee over the years you’ve worked here but in the circumstances I have no alternative . . .’

Danny’s heart sank like a stone, fearing what was coming. Working at the dairy had been his one and only job since leaving school at fifteen. His much-loved late father had been a milkman, and like most sons hereabouts Danny had automatically followed in his footsteps. Providing the local community with their daily milk was not everyone’s choice of profession, not that it wasn’t perceived as a decent job but primarily because of the early-morning start which in reality meant the middle of the night. Getting up at three to start at four didn’t bother Danny, though. His philosophy was, sooner start, sooner finished. Eight years he’d waited to land a roundsman’s position. He’d been elated when he’d finally been granted it, and hell-bent on proving his worth so that when a bigger round came up, bringing a bigger wage with it, he’d be in line to land it. And now, within less than a week . . .

A vision of his wife flashed before Danny then. She meant everything to him. He loved Maxina with every ounce of his being; failing her in any way distressed him above all things. Maxie had been so proud of him when he had broken the news of his promotion to her. She wasn’t going to be very proud of him now, was she? And the loss of the extra thirty shillings a week, plus the chance of good tips at Christmas, was going to put paid to all the plans they’d had. He vehemently prayed his punishment for this morning’s catastrophe was going to be only demotion back inside the dairy, not dismissal; at least that way he wouldn’t be going  home to tell Maxie her husband was unemployed. But he feared his prayer would not be answered. The destruction of company property, whatever the cause, was almost top of the list of sackable offences. He took a deep breath, preparing to hear the worst.

Just then the telephone on Wilf’s desk burst shrilly into life and the dairy manager glared murderously at it. ‘If this is another bloody customer from your round, calling to complain they haven’t received their delivery this morning, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .’

Snatching up the receiver he barked into it, ‘Stibbins, dairy manager.’ As he listened to his caller his face took on a look of shocked surprise. ‘Oh!’ he blustered. ‘Oh, er . . . I see . . . Did he really? . . . Well, yes, I agree, it is a very heroic action . . . A medal! Well, I think that’s going a little too . . . Oh, you think it’s the least he deserves? . . . Yes, yes, you have my word he’ll be rewarded for his bravery . . . What! You expect the dairy to compensate you for the penny extra you had to pay for milk from the local shop! Well, of all the . . . er . . . er . . . yes, of course we will. Glad you think so highly of us, madam. Good day to you too.’

Replacing the receiver, he snorted disgustedly. ‘I can’t believe the nerve of that woman! From what she’s just said it seems to me it’s her forgetfulness you’ve to thank for landing up in all this trouble. In the circumstances it’s her who should be offering to compensate the dairy for the trouble she’s caused today, not the other way around.’

Then he eyed Danny fixedly. ‘Well, Maws, it seems you’re rather the local hero. Why didn’t you tell me how the float came to be damaged?’ But before Danny could make any sort of response, as had been the case from the moment he had arrived in the office for this dressing down, his boss continued. ‘Well, this changes matters. It most certainly does. It wouldn’t look good for the dairy to dismiss one of its employees for saving a child’s life, now would it? Once I’ve explained to him, I’m sure Mr Wilson will see it that way too. Look . . . er . . . just finish your shift by helping to clean the dairy down.’ Wilf stood up, took off his white overall, unhooked his suit jacket from the coat stand behind him and pulled it on. ‘I’d better go and update Mr Wilson on what’s happened. Off you go then. Oh, and Maws . . . next time you decide to play Superman, take a second to secure the hand brake on your float first.’




CHAPTER TWO


As Danny hurried out of his boss’s office, mortally relieved he wasn’t going to lose his job thanks to Mrs White’s taking the trouble to telephone, albeit for an obvious motive, in the dining room of a large detached house at the affluent end of the Glenfield Road on the outskirts of the city, his wife was staring at her employer, dumbfounded by the devastating news that had just been casually delivered. Finding her voice at last, Maxina Maws, a pleasant-faced twenty three year old with long dark brown hair pulled tidily up into a pony tail, said in a shocked voice: ‘The whole family is moving to Newcastle at the end of next week?’

Tossing back her mane of ash-blonde hair, Sally Carson, a stunningly attractive older woman with a perfect English rose complexion, took another sip of her percolated coffee before responding. ‘Yes, it’s all rather exciting, isn’t it? Doctor Carson has accepted a partnership in a practice in a village just outside the city. I’m not sure how I’ll adapt to country life but one has to make sacrifices for the sake of one’s  husband’s career. And, of course, it will be far better for Felicity to be raised in the country away from all this grime and fog.’

Her face took on a dreamy expression. ‘Oh, Maxie dear, you should see the house we’re moving into! A proper country cottage with a thatched roof and climbing roses round the door. The only pity of it all is that I can’t ask you to come with us since you’re married. Such a shame. Felicity will miss you dreadfully, she’s so attached to you. Still, children are very adaptable and I’m told she’ll soon become attached to her new nanny. She came across as a nice enough woman when we interviewed her so I feel lucky she’s agreed to work for us. Miss Dawson is much older than you, Maxie dear, but has come highly recommended. Of course, now Felicity has about reached school age it’s more of a housekeeper’s position that Miss Dawson will be taking up with us.’

She paused and looked a mite sheepishly at Maxie. ‘I should have told you before about our plans, shouldn’t I? Duncan kept telling me I should, but I worried I would lose you before I was ready to. You can appreciate that, can’t you, Maxie? Besides, you’ll have no trouble securing yourself another position. It’ll be your choice entirely who you’ll go to next. You’ll be fought over, I’ve no doubt. I will, of course, give you an excellent reference. You’ve been an absolute treasure, and I shall make certain any potential employer is left in no doubt of that.’

She drained her cup before pushing back her Schreiber dining chair, gracefully standing up and rearranging her smart full grey-checked skirt which she had teamed with a pale pink twin set. Fingering her expensive pearl necklace, she said, ‘Well, I must get on. So much to organise and so little time. What is that saying Mrs Baker is always coming out with . . . well, amongst so many others. She has a penchant for quoting them and I haven’t a clue what they all mean.’ She paused for a moment then exclaimed, ‘Onwards and upwards! Yes, that’s the one. Most apt in this case, don’t you think, Maxie dear? This partnership for Doctor Carson is most certainly a move in the right direction for us. Now, you need to be getting on with preparing Felicity’s lunch so I won’t keep you. Oh, I suppose I ought to tell Mrs Baker too now I’ve informed you. Can you send her in to see me when you come across her?’

Winnie Baker, the Carsons’ daily, was emptying a galvanised bucket of dirty suds into the large pot sink when Maxie entered the kitchen. The roly-poly middle-aged woman, a stained wraparound apron pulled tight around her large girth, made to make a chirpy comment to the young nanny she’d grown fond of during the time they had worked together, but the look on Maxie’s face had her asking worriedly instead, ‘Someone died, gel?’

‘Pardon, Mrs B? Oh, no, I’ve just heard something upsetting, that’s all. Mrs Carson wants to see you straight away.’

The daily’s worried look vanished to be replaced by a smile. ‘Oh, yes, it’s pay day. I hope she’s remembered to pay me for the extra time I did on Monday afternoon, clearing up after the guests she had staying over the weekend.’

Maxie thoughtfully watched the older woman bustle off, wondering how Winnie Baker was going to receive the news that after next weekend she’d be looking for new employment.

Preparing her charge’s lunch temporarily forgotten, Maxie folded her arms and leaned back against the sink. After leaving college, working for the Carsons had been her one and only job. She had been delighted to secure it against all the others just as well qualified as herself who had been interviewed for the position. Would her next job be as enjoyable? The Carsons had proved to be the type who appreciated that those they employed were skilled at what they did, and largely left them to it. Maxie derived great satisfaction from knowing that she had played a major part in turning the newly born Felicity into the unpretentious, thoughtful but also fun-loving five year old she had developed into.

As the time had drawn nearer to Felicity starting school and no other children had appeared, Maxie had wondered how her responsibilities in the household would change. If the Carsons would expect her to undertake more of a housekeeper’s role and, if that were the case, how she actually felt about her primary duties not being a nanny’s any longer. She enjoyed the  nurturing of children, viewed it as her vocation in life, but regardless didn’t like the thought of leaving the Carsons’ employment. She had decided that when the time came, she would settle for what they offered her. Their leaving for pastures new had never entered her head. Sally Carson might see her own life as going onwards and upwards but at right this minute Maxie perceived hers doing just the opposite.

Winnie came bustling back in, interrupting her thoughts. The older woman was clearly angered by the news she had just received.

‘Well, of all the bloody nerve!’ she snapped fiercely. ‘Gets given yer pay and thanked for what yer’ve done in one breath, and in the next told that as of the end of next week yer on the scrap heap, without so much as a by your leave.’ Snatching up a cleaning cloth, she began vigorously wiping an already clean kitchen table. ‘Her ladyship musta known fer weeks about all this. She could have let us in on it, so we had more warning. She’s not a bad sort is Mrs Carson on the whole, compared to some I’ve given me services to, but she can show a selfish streak at times. Fancy admitting she didn’t tell us about their plans before in case we staff upped sticks and left her high and dry, with no one to fanny around after her before she was ready to let us go!’

A defiant glint suddenly sparked in her eyes and she stopped what she was doing to stare at Maxie. ‘Well, I’ll teach her a lesson for making a monkey out of me,  and hopefully she’ll think twice before she does ’ote like this again. Since he’s retired my husband’s been on at me to cut down me hours ’cos on the pension he gets from the Post Office for his fifty-year service we can manage quite well. Out of loyalty to Mrs Carson I wouldn’t agree. Still, she ain’t shown us no loyalty by giving us decent notice of her intentions, has she, so I don’t owe her any now. I’m gonna give my old man his wish, but I’m going one better and cutting out me hours completely!’ Flinging back her head, she announced, ‘As of this minute, I’m retired.’

Maxie watched, stunned, as she waddled off to collect her shabby black coat from the utility room just off the kitchen, pulled it on then swung her large black handbag into the crook of her arm. Walking back to the younger woman, Winnie smiled warmly at her. ‘Well, ta-ra, me old duck.’

‘You’re really leaving, right this minute, Mrs B?’ Maxie said, aghast.

‘I don’t say things I don’t mean, Maxie lovey. I’m really upset by what her ladyship’s done. It’s 1967, not 1927. The days of us menials having to take on the chin what our superiors dish out to us, putting up and shutting up, are long over, thank God. In all the years I’ve worked for her, Mrs Carson has never once had cause to complain about me work. I’ve even come in many a time on a Sunday to help her and the good doctor when they’ve had visitors. She should have known, after all this time, I wasn’t the sort to leave her  high and dry. The least she owed me was decent warning I was about to lose me job, to give me time to get another. How does she know you and me ain’t reliant on our pay to settle the rent, and if we don’t get another job quick could risk eviction?’

Maxie sighed. Winnie Baker had a point.

‘I’ve enjoyed working alongside you,’ she continued. ‘Some nannies I’ve been on staff with in jobs felt they was so superior they couldn’t even bring themselves to talk to the likes of a skivvy, but you ain’t bin highfaluting at all. I shall miss yer, ducky. I really wish you well for yer future. And you ain’t got n’ote to worry about over getting another position, not with your credentials. You’ll be snapped up. If yer ever round my way in future, pop in for a cuppa. There’ll always be a welcome for you at my hearth. Well, it’ll seem strange me not having to get up at the crack of dawn every morning except Sunday in future, but I’ll get used to it.’ She leaned forward and gave Maxie an unexpected peck on the cheek before turning away and bustling out.

A presence by her side made Maxie jump then. She looked down to see a pretty child smiling up at her. A surge of guilt swamped her. She’d been so consumed by the devastating news this young girl’s mother had delivered a short while ago, and Winnie Baker’s abrupt departure, that all thoughts of her charge had flown from Maxie’s mind. She knelt down to Felicity’s level and took her small hands in hers. ‘You’ve finished the colouring, have you?’

The child nodded.

‘Well, if you go and wash your hands then sit at the nursery table, I’ll have your lunch waiting for you.’

As she watched Felicity skip happily off a great sense of loss filled Maxie. In a few days’ time she would no longer have anything to do with this child she had become so fond of. It felt to Maxie as if she was suffering a bereavement.




CHAPTER THREE


Immediately Maxie walked through the back door at just after six that evening, Danny stopped what he was doing and went across to her, giving her a peck on the cheek and a hug. ‘Dinner’s about ready to dish up. There’s a pot of tea mashed so get your coat off and go and sit at the table, I’ll bring you one through.’

Maxie smiled warmly at him. She and Danny had known each other forever, it seemed, having been introduced to each other while still in their prams by their respective mothers who’d moved in at the same time next door to each other, where they still lived, in a street not far from where Danny and Maxie lived now. Despite their opposite genders the children had quickly become inseparable, finding in each other everything they needed in a friend so that they never bothered making others. As their deep friendship turned to love with adulthood, neither felt the need to test the water with other members of the opposite sex. Marriage seemed the natural progression for them.

At five foot ten, with a thatch of mousy hair and rough-hewn features that, although far from unattractive, would never claim a second look from any other good-looking woman but Maxie, Danny was the ‘wouldn’t hurt a fly’ sort, a steady, reliable, trustworthy man, just the type to suit the honest, steady, trustworthy woman Maxie was herself. Their ambitions were modest. They just wanted to have enough money coming in to pay for the necessities, with a little extra on top for the odd night out or piece of clothing.

‘I’m a lucky woman, Daniel Maws. I wonder how many women get this sort of treatment from their husbands?’

‘Well, in all fairness I can only do what I do ’cos of the timing of my shifts. If I worked factory shifts, for instance, then this afternoon I wouldn’t have been able to take a look at that noise that was coming from the sidecar and fix it so we can have a spin on Sunday.’

‘Oh, if you’ve fixed it then it was nothing serious like we feared?’

‘A mudguard had come loose and that’s what the rattling was, so you can start planning where you want to go. Oh, and it was the sausages you wanted cooking for dinner tonight, not the mutton chops?’

She tutted and with an amused twinkle in her eyes, said, ‘I knew you weren’t really listening to me last night when you asked me. Lucky for you, you picked right. The sausages would be off by tomorrow.’ She  gave him another peck on his cheek ‘Come on, I’ll give you a hand by mashing the spuds.’

A few minutes later, as they sat opposite each other enjoying their meal from second-hand plates they had picked up from the market while building their bottom drawer together, Maxie asked her husband, ‘How did work go today?’

He’d never lied, or even embroidered the truth to her in any way before, and hadn’t any intention of doing so even if it meant he risked looking a mite foolish for forgetting to secure the float. Maxie’s eyes were riveted on him as he proceeded to relate the events of that morning.

After he had finished Maxie exclaimed, ‘Oh, Danny, I’m so proud of you!’ Then, while he looked at her bemused, she started laughing.

‘What do you find so funny?’

Wiping tears of mirth from her eyes, she giggled. ‘Oh, I would love to have seen your face when that float crashed.’

‘It’s not funny, Maxie,’ he scolded her. ‘I could have got the sack if Mrs White hadn’t telephoned and explained how it all happened, even if her main reason for doing so was to ask for a refund of the extra she then had to pay for her pint.’

‘Some cheek she’s got, doing that. Folk never cease to amaze me. But at least her greed saved you from taking the blame for what happened, so we should be grateful for that.’ Maxie’s face assumed a serious  expression. ‘I’m really glad you never got the sack, Danny, because . . . well, you see . . . I did.’

He gawped at her, thinking he must have heard her wrong. Maxie would never do anything that would warrant her getting sacked, surely. She was too honest and conscientious. ‘Did you just tell me you got sacked?’

‘Well, not the sack exactly, but given my notice.’

‘If this is some sort of joke, Maxie, call me thick but I can’t see the funny side.’

‘It’s no joke, Danny. The Carsons are leaving the area. Doctor Carson’s accepted a partnership and is going to a village somewhere near Newcastle. Mrs Carson described the cottage they’re moving into. It sounds idyllic, Danny. It’s going to be a much better environment for Felicity to grow up in, with all that fresh air. Oh, but, Danny . . . Winnie Baker was so angry with Mrs Carson for not giving her decent warning about their plans that she walked out and isn’t going back. Mrs Carson was livid when she found out and I left her frantically telephoning around to see if she could hire a temporary daily to cover Mrs B’s duties before the move next weekend.’

He looked genuinely grieved. ‘Oh, Maxie, I know how much you loved that job. You’ll miss Felicity dreadfully, won’t you? But you’ll soon be snapped up once you let it be known you’re on the market.’

She pushed away her empty plate and smiled appreciatively at him. ‘That’s what everyone keeps telling  me. I just hope it’s the case. Miss Milligan should be able to help me like she did with getting my job with the Carsons.’

He looked bemused. ‘Miss Milligan? Oh, yes, the lady who runs the nanny agency in town. I’m sure she will.’

Just then the front door knocker sounded loudly. They looked at each other. People they knew usually called around the back.

‘Probably a salesman or suchlike. I’ll go while you finish your dinner,’ Maxie told Danny, getting up.

She wasn’t given chance to greet her caller as, immediately she opened the door, the fashionably dressed petite young woman facing her jubilantly exclaimed, ‘Oh, thank God! I was beginning to think we were the only people of our age in this area. You don’t know how relieved I am to find we’re not after all. Gail Barclay,’ she introduced herself. ‘Me and Terry moved into number one day before yesterday and all I’ve seen in the street since is old people shuffling up and down.’ She noticed Maxie glance quizzically at the cup she was holding in her hand. ‘Oh, I don’t really want any sugar. It’s just that I don’t know a living soul around here. It’s an excuse to knock on doors in the hope of finding just what I have now, and that’s someone my age I can introduce myself to. Well, it could have taken forever, couldn’t it, for you and me to bump into each other in the street? I’ve never been one for letting the grass grow under my feet. My mother’s always telling  me that you have to go out and get what you want or you could die of old age waiting for it to come to you. Look, you and your better half, that’s assuming you have got a better half, should come over for drinks and then we can introduce ourselves properly and you can tell us where we go to have fun around here. See you in a minute.’

With that she hurried off, leaving Maxie staring blankly after her.

Danny was just putting the last forkful of food into his mouth when she reached him.

‘Well, it seems a couple of around our age have moved into Mrs Green’s old house after she left it to go into the old people’s home,’ Maxie said to him as she gathered together dirty crockery. ‘We’ve been invited over. Tonight. Now, in fact. They want our advice about local amenities and such like.’

After the day he’d had, going out socialising was the last thing Danny felt like doing, and he suspected that after her own devastating news Maxie didn’t in truth feel like it either, but regardless he said, ‘Well, we should do our best to welcome them to the street.’

 



As soon as they knocked on the door of number one, fifteen minutes later, it swung open and they were both ushered inside by Gail Barclay.

Maxie, who had hurriedly changed her plain working attire for a pale blue, knee-length shift dress, her hair now loose and flowing past her shoulders, was quite  happy and comfortable with her own appearance but nevertheless admired the expensive-looking black hipster trousers and open-necked green silk shirt that Gail had on. Stacked packing boxes lined the walls of the hallway and they had to manoeuvre their way past them as they followed her into the living room.

This house was much larger than the one Maxie and Danny occupied, being three-bedroomed against their own tiny two, and Maxie was amazed by the size of the living room compared to their own which hardly had enough space to accommodate their 1930s-style three-piece suite, oak gate-legged dining table and a few other bits of furniture. Here the fitted beige carpet appeared in good condition as did the wallpaper, albeit the flower pattern was very dated. The Maws’ own furniture was all second-hand, or third in some cases, but the furniture in this room was obviously brand new and the latest in design. Maxie recognised the dining suite to be G-Plan only because she’d seen it advertised in a magazine she’d been thumbing through in the dentist’s waiting room.

As she quickly glanced around – doing what she felt it was expected of her to do – her face took on a distant expression. Not being the materialistic type, she wasn’t in the least envious of their neighbours for their large house or the over-furnished rooms, just relieved she didn’t have the task of cleaning a place this size.

As he himself took in his surroundings, looking round admiringly as he felt was expected of him by  his new neighbours, Danny caught sight of Maxie’s face and completely misconstrued her expression, believing she regretted that a place like this was beyond their means.

Maxie meanwhile was thinking that she must say the right things to her hostess. Little did she realise that her well-intentioned remarks and the tone in which she spoke them would send a wave of inadequacy flooding through her husband.

‘It’s a lovely house, Gail. I’d give my eye teeth to live in a place like this. I could only ever dream of owning furniture like you’ve got.’

Danny was then commandeered by his host. Terry Nelson was not much taller than Gail, but what he lacked in stature he made up for in self-assurance. Puffing out his chest importantly, he said to Danny, ‘So, what’s your pleasure, mate? You name it, I’ve got it.’

As he followed his host over to a bar in the corner, a free-standing piece of furniture the front of which was padded with red plastic, to Danny’s amazement he saw that it was stacked with bottles of every spirit imaginable, some he had never even heard of.

Gail meanwhile gave a disdainful snort at Maxie’s enthusiastic appraisal of her house. ‘This, lovely! Really?’ Then she slapped Maxie playfully on the arm. ‘Oh, you’re just being nice. It’s a dump, isn’t it? If I have to look at that hideous flowered wallpaper in here for much longer, I’ll go potty. The bedrooms are worse,  if that’s possible. We only took the rental on because we were desperate. The agent wasn’t very honest with us about the state it’s in. Good decorative order, he told us. Maybe an old lady might think so but it’s not what I call in good order. And it hasn’t any form of central heating whatsoever. Well, I don’t call coal fires downstairs and single-bar electric fires in the bedrooms central heating. I haven’t had time to get hold of that agent since we arrived but you can be assured that, when I do, he will definitely be getting a piece of my mind.’

‘Why were you so desperate for a house that you hadn’t time to view any?’ Maxie asked her.

‘Because of Terry’s promotion. We’re from Coventry originally. The company he works for has opened a new branch here on Gallowtree Gate and the man they had lined up to manage it decided at the last minute he didn’t want the job after all. So they offered it to Terry. Bit of a back-handed promotion but he should have been given the job in the first place. As they were in a hole he had them over a barrel so he got himself a bigger wage than they were originally going to pay. Serves them right!

‘Anyway, we only had a week to sort everything out so no time to come and view anything, just did it all by telephone. We’d no option but to take the first vacant property we were offered or else pay a fortune to stay in a hotel and an obscene amount for storage of our furniture.’

She flashed a glance at Terry who was busy pouring  drinks for himself and Danny. ‘Typical men, looking after themselves. Excuse me,’ she called across, ‘mine’s a sweet Martini.’ She looked at Maxie enquiringly. ‘What will you have . . . oh, I don’t even know your name yet?’

‘Maxina Maws. Maxie. And my husband’s name is Danny.’

Gail looked at her, bemused. ‘Maxina? I haven’t heard that name before. Is it foreign?’

Maxie laughed. ‘No, it’s just a combination of two names my parents couldn’t decide between. My dad wanted to call me Tina, my mother Maxine. So they settled on Maxina.’

‘Mmm, it’s nice. I like it. Make that two Martinis,’ Gail called across to Terry. ‘Large ones.’

‘Oh, I’d sooner have coffee or tea, please, Gail.’

She looked appalled. ‘Why on earth would you want tea or coffee when a proper drink is on offer?’

‘Well, I’ve work in the morning.’

‘You work? Oh!’ Gail looked most put out. ‘That’s a blow, I was hoping you’d show me around town tomorrow. You could take a day off, though, couldn’t you? Everyone has an upset stomach at some time.’

Conscientious Maxie wasn’t in the habit of taking time off work unless it was absolutely unavoidable. ‘I would be delighted to show you around town on Saturday afternoon, if you’re free,’ she offered, and having astutely realised by now that Gail was the sort of woman who liked to get her own way, hurriedly  added so that the topic wasn’t pursued, ‘You don’t work yourself, then?’

Gail gave a scoffing laugh. ‘Why should I when His Nibs can afford to keep me? I was secretary to the managing director of a plastics factory, but gave that up when I moved in with Terry nine months ago.’

Maxie looked at her in surprise. ‘Oh, so you’re not married then?’

‘Good Lord, no.’ Gail eyed her hard. ‘Not one of the prim and proper type who labels what we’re doing “living in sin”, are you?’

How other people conducted their lives was their own business so long as it didn’t greatly affect her own, was Maxie’s opinion. ‘Not at all. I’m just surprised you’re not as you and Terry look very married, if you understand me.’

‘Well, we are, all but for a bit of paper. Anyway, marriage is an outdated institution that’s easy to get into but damn’ hard to get out of. I love Terry right this minute, but who knows how I’ll feel about him when I get up tomorrow morning? What if someone better came along next week and I wasn’t free to pursue him? I can’t see the point in marriage myself, not unless you intend having kids, which I never do.’ Gail physically shuddered, a look of utter disgust flooding her face. ‘Just the thought of something alien growing inside me makes me feel sick . . . I get a rash if I come within fifty yards of one of those awful, smelly, noisy creatures.’

Maxie inwardly smiled as she wondered what Gail’s  reaction would be to the announcement that she herself looked after awful, smelly, noisy creatures for a living, and immensely enjoyed what she did. ‘It will be helpful for you to know some local details. The dustbin men call on Tuesday . . .’

Over by the bar, as he poured out the drinks, Terry was asking Danny, ‘So where are the trendiest places to go to for fun in this town?’

Danny pulled a thoughtful face. ‘There’s a lot of good clubs, I understand. One of the lads at work is always going on about the good times he has at a night club called the Adam and Eve. And . . . er . . . oh, yes, Bradley’s . . . no, sorry, Bailey’s. And there’s the Palais on Humberstone Gate . . .’

Terry handed Danny a chunky glass tumbler with yellow and orange daisies painted around it, full to the brim with Bacardi and a splash of Coke. ‘Great! We’ll make up a foursome on Friday night. Which do you recommend we try first?’

Danny looked doubtfully at the glass in his hand. His request for a small lager had fallen on deaf ears. He was not a spirits drinker but would somehow have to stomach this so as not to offend his host. Taking a tentative sip and trying not to grimace as the near neat alcohol burned his throat, he said, ‘I can’t, I’m afraid. Maxie and me have never really been into that sort of thing.’

Terry stopped what he was doing and gawped at him. ‘Well, what do you do for fun then?’

Danny’s face lit up. ‘All sorts. Ten-pin bowling. The  pictures . . . Westerns are our favourite. We go down the local occasionally on a Saturday night, if we feel like it. And we enjoy going for a spin on a Sunday afternoon.’

Up until then Terry had been staring aghast at Danny as he listed the Maws’ ideas of fun, but when Danny mentioned they liked to ride out on a Sunday his own face grew more animated. ‘You’ve a car, have you? What make? Mine’s a Volvo P1800, two-door coupé, top speed a hundred and five miles an hour. It’s the white one parked outside. Paid extra for a sun visor and a Philips radio. Bought it after my promotion as a treat to myself.’

‘You’ve a Volvo P1800?’ Danny enthused. ‘With a sun roof and radio . . . really? We hope to have a car one day but it won’t be of that calibre. We’re not really bothered what make it is so long as it’s reliable.’

Terry’s impressed expression had changed to one of bemusement. ‘Well, if you’ve not got a car, what exactly do you go for a spin in then?’

‘Our motorbike and sidecar,’ Danny told him proudly.

Terry cocked an eyebrow at him. ‘Am I right then in assuming you’re the sort that go camping for your holidays?’

‘Yes, we do. We go as often as we can. Leicestershire has some beautiful countryside, and there’s loads of places to pitch a tent like Swithland Woods and the back of Bradgate Park. We’ve also been to the  Derbyshire Dales, Wales, Devon . . . We’re off to the Lake District next bank holiday for a couple of days. We’d like to do Scotland sometime but we’d really need a newer bike for such a distance as the one we have belonged to my dad and it’s thirty years old. Some parts of it are past replacing if they go again.’ He eyed Terry keenly. ‘You aren’t campers too, are you?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Terry said scornfully. ‘I can’t think of a worse way to relax. My idea of a holiday is plenty of drink under a blazing sun while watching half-naked women parading before me.’ His face took on a superior expression. ‘I get top discount on my holidays because I’m branch manager for a national travel agent’s. A crowd of us went to Benidorm in June. We had such a blast! Nicknamed ourselves The Cool Cats on Tour.’ A broad grin split his face. ‘I can’t remember much about that holiday, I was smashed most of the time. The drink there is so cheap, and treble the measure you get here. Talking of drinks, I’d better take Gail’s to her before she starts creating blue murder.’

‘About damned time,’ she snapped at Terry as she took her drink from him.

Maxie thanked him politely for hers and dubiously looked down at the reddish-brown liquid.

‘So,’ said Terry to Danny, ‘what did you say you do for a living?’

‘I’m a milkman,’ he replied proudly.

Maxie missed the look that passed between Terry and Gail as she was taking a sip of her drink, her eyes  momentarily shutting in shock as the strong liquid stung the back of her throat. She enjoyed a social drink when she and Danny occasionally dropped into the local. Her preference there was for sweet Woodpecker cider. This was the first Martini she had ever tasted and she didn’t like it. Privately she wondered how on earth she was going to get through the rest of the evening without upsetting her new neighbours.

Danny, though, hadn’t missed the look Terry and Gail exchanged when he announced his job. It could only be interpreted as derogatory. He was in no doubt that because Terry was management, and he a mere worker, this couple viewed him as being beneath them. They were nothing but snobs. Then he noticed Terry silently motion Gail to join him in the next room.

Maxie looked puzzled as they went out and whispered to Danny, ‘Where have they gone?’ Before he could respond she continued, ‘I can’t drink this, it’s making me feel sick, but I’ll have to, won’t I, or it’ll look rude?’

He flashed a look around. Spotting a potted rubber plant over by the door through which Gail and Terry had disappeared, he took the tumbler from her and shot over, meaning to empty it on to the soil and save his wife the agony of drinking it. As he reached the doorway and made to do the deed, his host’s voice became audible. What was being said froze Danny rigid.

‘Get rid, Gail. He’s a flipping milkman, for God’s  sake. Drives round in a motorbike and sidecar. Goes camping for his holidays. He looked at me like I’d got two heads when I told him we went to Benidorm last June. I don’t think he’s ever heard of the place, let alone knows it’s in Spain. I’ve my reputation to think of and I’m not going to attract the right kind in this town if we’re seen to be knocking about with the likes of them two . . . especially him. Take more care who you invite over in future.’

‘Oh, but she seems all right, Terry,’ Gail said sulkily.

‘Ah, come off it, Gail. If she’s got that much about her, how come she’s saddled herself with a boring little fart like him? Mind you, thinking about it, you were living with a loser – men’s outfitter’s assistant, wasn’t he? – until I came along and swept you off your feet. Showed you what fun you could have.’ His voice took on a sardonic tone then. ‘Pity I’m attached to you at the moment, my sweet, or I could have taken up the challenge there myself. She could do with a lesson on how to dress herself more fashionably, and a new hair style wouldn’t go amiss, but she’s not a bad-looking chick.’

Gail’s tone turned ugly. ‘You make one move towards her, or any other female, Terry Nelson, and I warn you, you’ll be in hospital praying they can stitch your manly tackle back on. That’s no idle threat either, I mean it.’

He laughed. ‘I would never dare cross you, my love. Just keeping you on your toes. Now get them out of  here before any more of my drink is wasted on them. Eh, and get on to the agent first thing tomorrow and chivvy him up. We need to move pronto to a house and area more suitable to a man in my position.’

Danny had never felt so humiliated in his life. An overwhelming desire to get himself and Maxie away from these awful people consumed him. Hurrying across to her, he urged, ‘Time we went.’

She looked shocked. ‘Oh, but we’ve only been here at the most ten minutes. It would be so rude of us to . . .’

Just then their hosts returned. Before they could speak, Danny put in: ‘We’d best be off. You must have a lot to do, only having just moved in, and we don’t want to hinder you.’ He put both his and Maxie’s tumblers down on the dining table then took his bemused wife’s arm. ‘Nice to have met you. Come on, Maxie.’

Back home, as soon as Danny closed the door after them, she turned on him. ‘What on earth got into you? That was really rude of us, leaving like that! What must Gail and Terry be thinking of us?’

He knew exactly what their new neighbours thought of them, especially himself, but he wasn’t going to upset Maxie by telling her. His mind raced frantically for a plausible way to excuse his behaviour. ‘Well, er . . . er . . . it’s just that when we moved in here the constant stream of neighbours dropping in to wish us well got on our nerves, didn’t it, and it took us three times as  long to get unpacked and settled in than it would have done if they’d just left us alone.’

She frowned at him quizzically. ‘People calling on us to welcome us to the street never got on my nerves, nor do I remember you ever saying they got on yours. You gladly made as many pots of tea as I did, and nor did you complain about the homemade cakes they brought with them. Anyway, Gail invited us over, so we never called on spec.’

‘Yes . . . well . . . look, I didn’t really like them, Maxie.’

She gawped at him. ‘I don’t know how you can say that when we hardly had time to get to know them. Why don’t you like them, Danny?’

He gave a shrug. ‘Just don’t.’ He sighed. ‘Look, can’t we just drop this? I urgently need the lav. Put the kettle on and I’ll mash us a cuppa when I get back.’

With that he disappeared out of the back door.

Maxie stared after him, totally bemused. She had a strong suspicion he did not urgently need the toilet but had just used that by way of an excuse to get away from her, in the hope that when he returned this subject would be forgotten. But she couldn’t forget it. Her husband was a man who would sit patiently for hours listening to an old lady whittle on about her ailments, secretly bored rigid but suffering silently sooner than risk upsetting her. His actions tonight in making it blatantly obvious he was desperate to get away from their new neighbours were totally out of character. She  racked her brains for an explanation but couldn’t think of a plausible one. As far as she was aware, Terry and Gail had been the perfect host and hostess.

Then a thought struck her. Today’s events must have left Danny feeling shocked. The dairy should really reward him in some way, though she doubted they would. And, of course, the worrying fact that in several days she would be jobless could have affected him more than he had let on to her. They could survive, with careful management, on his wage alone now he’d been promoted, but his pay didn’t actually increase until he’d proved his worth over a month’s trial period and he’d still three weeks of that to go yet. His uncharacteristic behaviour must be due to worry that they would not be able to meet their bills unless she landed a job straight away. But Danny knew her better than anyone, even her own mother, and he must be aware that should a suitable nannying position not present itself, she would take any job offered until one did come up.

When he returned she would allay his fears as to their financial situation. Another thing she must do as soon as possible was somehow excuse Danny’s behaviour to their new neighbours and hope she could quash any bad feeling that might have developed between them.

She caught sight of the stack of dirty pots in the sink. In their haste to fulfil Gail’s invitation, clearing up after dinner had been abandoned. After filling the kettle for their pot of tea, she rolled up her sleeves to set about the washing up.

Danny meanwhile was sitting in the near pitch dark, elbows on his knees, head resting in his hands, staring blankly at the rotting wooden door of the dank, icy-cold outside lavatory where an assortment of insects had made their home in the abundance of cracks and crevices in the crumbling walls.

The humiliation of being branded boring, sneered at for not holding down a management position, had wounded him more deeply than anything he could remember, but it was not uppermost in his mind.

No man was more proud of the woman by his side than Danny on the day Maxie became his life-long partner. Whatever mood she was in, whatever her state of dress, she looked beautiful to him and he adored her with all his being. She had never given him any reason to doubt in the slightest that she was not happy with him the way he was; she’d always seemed content with the lifestyle they could afford; but in the future would she start to look at him as Terry had tonight, as a lowly milkman and a boring one at that?
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“If you want an enthralling saga, read Lynda Page’
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