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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 novels are also available from Headline, and have been highly praised:

‘Filled with lively characters and compelling action’

Books

 



‘Lynda Page creates strong characters and is a clever and careful storyteller . . . She has the stamina not to alienate you as a reader and to keep the story going on a constant flow of purpose and energy . . . A great writer who gives an authentic voice to Leicester . . . A formidable talent’

LEI

 



‘You’ll be hooked from page one’

Woman’s Realm

 



‘In Lynda Page, we have an author who writes with skill and style; her characters are strongly drawn and thoroughly believable and her settings are just that little bit different . . . it keeps the reader enthralled from start to finish. Mark my words, on this showing Leicester’s Lynda Page is destined to share the limelight - and bestseller lists - with the likes of Catherine Cookson’ Hull Daily Mail
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Chapter One

‘Ahhhhhh . . .’

The scream of sheer terror that exploded so unexpectedly made the occupants of Verna’s Hairstylist jump, and fix their startled eyes accusingly on the culprit - all, that is, except for elderly Mrs Frimble, who snored on, oblivious of the mayhem, comfortable under the warmth of the domed dryer entombing her newly permed grey hair.

The sudden eruption caused Kathryn Cooper to upturn the container of pink and blue hair rollers she was holding, which were now scattered all over the grey and white speckled linoleum floor. She spun to face the person responsible.

‘What on earth . . .?’ Her voice trailed off, eyes widening in astonishment at the look of horror contorting the pretty face of Diane Morris, the apprentice who had caused the disruption. She watched in confusion as the seventeen-year-old then fled hysterically from the salon and up the stairs, which led to the stock-cum-staff room.

Aware all eyes were now expectantly upon her, Kacie faced the customers shrugging helplessly. ‘Sorry, ladies. I’ve no idea what’s got into her.’

‘Well, ’adn’t yer better go and find out?’ demanded Mabel Shawditch, flicking her half-rollered head in the direction in which the wailing girl had just fled. ‘I came in ’ere ter get me hair done, not watch a pantomime, and I’ve still shopping to do, and if my old man’s dinner ain’t on the table at six sharp then that young gel will definitely have summat to scream about.’

‘Her behaviour don’t shock me,’ Cissie Doubleday piped up, her lined face screwed knowingly. ‘’Er mam’s as daft as a  brush, as you all well know. In fact it runs in the family ’cos the gran was a tanner short of a shilling. I’ve forgot the number of times they found ’er wandering the streets in the middle of the night with her nightie tucked in her drawers, off to do her shopping. As I remember, she ended up in the nut house. As fer ’er dad . . . well, he’s as thick as two short planks - yer’ve gotta be to do corporation lavy cleaning for a living and actually enjoy it, ain’t yer? It’s always bin a wonder to me how him and that wife of ’is ever found the intelligence between them to produce any kids, let alone raise ’em to adulthood. I don’t know why Mrs Kozlopskiwapsi—’

‘Mrs Kozpilopsi,’ Hilda Biddles, sitting next to her, corrected, she now having composed herself enough to resume thumbing through a well-read copy of the People’s Friend.

‘That’s warra said,’ Cissie retorted indignantly. ‘I don’t know why she ever employed Diane.’

‘I’ll tell you why, Mrs Doubleday,’ responded Kacie defensively. ‘Because Diane is a lovely girl and a good little worker. She’s worth two of some apprentices Mrs Kozlowski’s taken on over the years. She might be a bit slow but she’s certainly not thick. And, Mrs Doubleday, someone had to clean them stinking toilets in the marketplace and at least it’s a job he’s doing when there’s many around here that’s too lazy to do anything. Now, please excuse me for a minute while I go and see what the matter is.’ Leaving the two women staring open-mouthed, she turned to address the customer whose matted locks Diane had been in the process of brushing out when she had had her outburst, in readiness for the woman’s monthly shampoo and set. ‘Won’t keep you a minute, Mrs Simmons,’ she said apologetically.

Beatrice Simmons gave a haughty sniff as she gave her scalp a vigorous scratch. ‘See as you do. I’ve me kids coming from school soon and if I ain’t there when they arrive home me pantry will resemble Old Mother Hubbard’s and the kids’ll ’ave ’alf killed each other.’

Kacie hid a wry smile as she hurried after Diane. Beattie’s four villainous offspring, ages ranging from five to eleven, were constantly causing havoc, their favourite pastime not only beating hell out of each other but also terrorising all of  the younger and smaller children of the area.

Beattie was not the type of customer Verna Kozlowski liked to encourage to use her salon. She felt Beattie’s slovenliness gave her establishment a questionable reputation, but then Verna wasn’t in a position to turn any paying customer away - even though how Beattie afforded the five shillings and sixpence for her treatment each month remained a total mystery. It was a well-known fact the Simmons family lived on a knife edge and were always under threat of eviction through arrears of rent.

Kacie found Diane crouched underneath the ill-fitting window in the cluttered room above the salon. Face ashen, she was shaking violently. It was apparent her outburst hadn’t been caused by something trivial.

Kacie kneeled down by the side of her and placed a hand on her arm. ‘By God, gel, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. Whatever is it, Di?’

So consumed was she by what she had witnessed, Diane had not heard Kacie enter and she jumped. ‘Oh, Kacie, yer gave me a turn.’ Then, eyes filled with terror, she cried frenziedly, ‘Oh, it’s ’orrible, ’orrible. I ain’t going back down there. I ain’t, I ain’t. Please don’t make me,’ she pleaded.

‘Why ever not? Did that old witch say or do something to you?’ Kacie demanded.

‘No.’

‘Well, what then? For God’s sake, will you tell me before I lose me patience, Di? I’ve a salon full of women waiting to get their hair done. Mrs Koz will have a fit if she comes back from the wholesaler’s and finds no one looking after them.’

Bottom lip trembling, Diane blurted, ‘Wrigglin’, they were. Hundreds of ’em, Kacie.’

‘Wriggling? What on earth are you going on about?’

‘Them things in Beattie’s head. Maggots.’

Shocked rigid, Kacie nearly toppled backwards. ‘Maggots? In Beattie’s head? Are you sure you weren’t seeing things, Di?’

‘No, honest, Kacie. I was brushing out her hair. It was all matted and sticky like it always is. I ’ate doing Mrs Simmons’’air. She stinks, so she does, and she makes me skin crawl.  But like you’ve always told me, doin’ things I don’t like is part of me job in’it, Kacie, so I just close me eyes and get on with it. I’d took all the kirbys out of her French roll and wa’ just untangling her beehive when I saw summat movin’ and when I parted ’er ’air to ’ave a better look . . .’ She gave a violent shudder. ‘I couldn’t believe me eyes, Kacie, but is wa’ maggots I saw. They were just hatching out but I know maggots when I see ’em.’

Horrified, Kacie groaned, ‘Oh God.’ She had been a hairdresser, apprentice and qualified, for nine years, and during that time had had many difficult situations to handle, but never anything like this.

‘What yer gonna do, Kacie?’

Kacie stared blankly at Diane for several long moments. She then inhaled deeply, slowly exhaled, then, steeling herself, stood up. ‘The only thing I can do. If it is maggots you saw then I must get her out of the salon as quick as possible, hopefully without any of our other ladies getting wind or we’ll have a mass evacuation on our hands and Mrs Koz won’t be very pleased with that, will she? Now you take a couple of minutes to calm yourself, then get back down to the salon. Eh, and no mention of this to anyone. When they ask why you were screaming like that tell them . . . Oh, I don’t know, I’m sure you can think of something as long as it’s not the truth.’

Diane gave a great sigh of relief as she eyed the older women in adoration. Kathryn Cooper was her idol, all her favourite female vocalists rolled into one - Alma Cogan, Ruby Murray, Brenda Lee, to name but a few - and Diane imitated Kacie in every way possible. If Kacie herself was aware, she never commented. Despite Kacie’s seven-year seniority over Diane, the girl sported a very similar grown-up hairstyle of bouffant at the front to flick out mid-neck length. Unfortunately the style didn’t suit her youthful looks as much as Kacie’s maturer attractiveness, nor did her fine mousy tresses hold the style quite as well as did Kacie’s thick dark brown locks, regardless of how much hair lacquer Diane applied.

Neither did the latest fashions of circular and A-line  skirts; fitted tops and little checked blouses, trews or Capri pants have quite the same eye-catching effects on her own girlish frame as they did on Kacie’s womanly shape. The men didn’t wolf-whistle at Diane in the street or stare openly in admiration as they did when Kacie walked by, her shapely backside swaying. But then Diane, who checked her developing figure every night in her age-mottled wardrobe mirror was delighted to see she was beginning to fill out in all the right places with the help of her mother’s stodgy suet dumplings, and as time passed she hoped men would notice her as much as they did her mentor.

‘I wish I wa’ you, Kacie,’ she uttered, awestruck.

Kacie gave her a withering look. ‘Do you? I can’t for the life of me think why. But if you’re that desperate to be me then I’ll gladly stand aside and let you deal with Beattie Simmons.’

Diane gasped, horrified. ‘Oh, no, Kacie, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t know what to say to her.’

Kacie sighed. ‘Neither do I, but I’d better think of something pretty quick.’

 



An hour or so later, shaking her head in utter disbelief, Verna Kozlowski leaned back in her worn black plastic-covered chair. ‘Maggots! In all my born years I’ve never heard of the like. I’ve had nits, fleas, alopecia, women dyeing their hair with tea leaves and boot polish and whatever else too numerous to mention, but never maggots.’ Her face was grim. ‘I don’t know why I’m so shocked to hear this, Kacie. Beattie never so much as puts a comb through her hair between shampoo-and-sets. It’s that sugar spray she uses as a substitute hair lacquer. As she never washes it off, the sugar residue builds up on her hair and becomes a magnet for bluebottles and such like. Obviously a bluebottle got trapped in the matted mess and laid its eggs before it managed to escape.’ She eyed Kacie incredulously. ‘Was she serious when she said she didn’t notice anything amiss?’

‘She said her scalp itched no more than usual.’

Verna shuddered. ‘Dirty cat. Well, as far as I’m concerned Beatrice Simmons never darkens my salon again.’ Then her  kindly face softened and she eyed her chief employee worriedly. ‘I’ll have a word with Diane later, but is she all right?’

‘Yes, she’s fine, Mrs Koz.’ And Kacie added, her large eyes twinkling, ‘As long as we don’t mention anything that wriggles.’

Despite the situation that could have had catastrophic consequences on her business if it hadn’t been handled right, Verna couldn’t help but smile. ‘I’ll make a great effort to be sure I don’t.’ Then she asked anxiously, ‘You are sure none of our other clients got wind? Because you know how fickle people are, Kacie. If any of our clients thought our standards were dropping and their health and safety were in jeopardy they’d be off like a shot to somewhere else.’

‘Quite sure, Mrs Koz. They all knew something was going on but I managed to pass it off with a cock-and-bull that Beattie had got a bad rash on her scalp which I thought best she got seen to in case we put anything on it that made it worse, and I just said that Di had stabbed herself with the end of the comb and had over-reacted. I made her put a big plaster on her finger to add credibility to the story.’ Kacie’s attractive face split with a wide grin. ‘Anyway, it gave the old ducks something to gossip over while they were getting their own hair done.’

‘And don’t we know how much they all love a good gossip.’ Verna gave a sigh of relief. ‘You handled that better than I could have, my dear. Thank you.’ She eyed Kacie fondly. ‘You are a blessing to me, Kacie. I don’t know what I’d do if you ever left me.’

‘You needn’t worry on that score because I’m never going to leave you, Mrs Koz. I love working here, you know that.’

‘And aren’t I glad to hear that, because I’m not so daft I don’t know that most of our clients come to my salon because you’re such a good stylist. A natural, you are, Kacie. You’ve got that special extra that I was never blessed with.’

Kacie smiled warmly at the compliment.

A frown settled on Verna’s face. ‘I have heard some rumour that I don’t quite know whether to be worried about or not.’

‘Oh?’

‘The vacant shop on Green Lane Road - I don’t know whether you know the one, but it used to be the haberdasher’s before the old lady who ran it died a few weeks ago - well, there is word going round in the trade that it’s being turned into a hairdresser’s.’

‘Oh!’ Kacie exclaimed. ‘Oh, I see. But Green Lane Road is streets away from here so how do you think this will affect your business?’

Verna gave a shrug. ‘Well, it’s a grave possibility, isn’t it? People like to try new places, see what they’re missing, whether it’s streets away or not. My worry is, if this shop does open and some of my clients defect, then how many could I afford to lose without going under myself?’ She gave a wry laugh. ‘I would most definitely be unable to sleep at night if it was you that was taking over the shop. I can only hope that if this salon does open then our reputation and long standing hold us in good stead. But I must admit I’m very concerned. Still, we’ll wait and see how matters develop. It might just be a rumour, after all.’

‘Business is OK, isn’t it, Mrs Koz? I mean we seem to be busy enough most days.’

‘Oh, yes, yes, we’re doing all right. Enough to pay your and Diane’s wages, so don’t worry.’ She eyed Kacie thoughtfully for a moment. ‘You’ll want your own place some day though, Kacie. A woman like you is bound to.’

Kacie nodded. ‘Come time when the kids I hope to have are old enough I would, of course I would.’ And she added wistfully, ‘I do have a dream which I hope one day might come true.’

‘Oh, and what’s that, dear?’ Verna asked.

‘That Dennis and I have a combined shop. One side I can do my hairdressing and the other Dennis can sell records and maybe have a coffee bar or something in the middle. I know it sounds very ambitious but something like that is just what us young ones want these days. Dennis says that when he makes his fortune it’ll be the first thing we do - after, that is, he buys me my new Formica table and chairs.’

‘A combined shop sounds a wonderful idea to me, Kacie,’ Verna enthused. ‘I also planned to have more than one salon  but it hasn’t worked out that way and I’ve had to content myself with just this.’

‘And I’ll have to content myself with working for you, Mrs Koz, because I might know my Dennis is the best, but it doesn’t matter how much faith I have in him or he in himself, as far as I can see, unless they get some better venues to play in, like town or something, they’re never going to be discovered. They try hard, but no one except the likes of Reg in the Star and Garter will give them a chance to even show how good they are, let alone given them a gig, and Dennis had to beg Reg to do that. So you see, I doubt very much he’s ever going to achieve his ambition, God bless him. Still, all I can do is stand by him and back him all I can.’

‘That’s a wife’s job, Kacie,’ Verna said, ‘and I happen to think you do it rather well. It’s a shame someone in the know can’t catch your Dennis’s act. I switched on the television the other night and there was this group playing on some show or other, and I wouldn’t call what they played music, more an unrhythmical din. I can’t say that Dennis and his band play my type of thing but they did get my foot tapping when you persuaded us to come along and watch him that night, and I did enjoy myself and so did my husband. And the rest of the audience certainly did; they clapped loud enough.’

‘That’s because they were all drunk,’ Kacie said, chuckling. Verna Kozlowski missed the fact that Kacie had been joking. ‘I certainly wasn’t drunk, nor my Jan. Anyway, you can’t fault your Dennis for having his ambition or for trying to achieve it.’

‘Oh, he’s trying all right,’ Kacie responded, giggling. ‘I just hope, though, that sooner rather than later the band either gets discovered or the lads decide to abandon it, and me and Dennis can then live a normal life like normal people.’

Clasping her hands, Verna leaned forward, resting her arms on her desk. ‘It’s my guess many of those normal people, as you put it, would give their eye-teeth to lead the exciting life you do, my dear.’

‘Exciting! Is that how you see my life, Mrs Koz?’

‘It could be deemed as that by some, yes. Well, it’s certainly different, anyway.’ Then, despite Kacie’s assurance she was  not in the position or ever would be to have her own business, another ever-present concern reared to the surface of Verna’s mind. ‘You still don’t have any hankering to work in a salon in town, do you, Kacie?’

Kacie gawped, horrified at the very idea. ‘Not on your life, Mrs Koz. I’ve told you many times before, I might get a bob or two a week less working for you but I’m happy, and some of those salons in town I’ve had on good authority are not so nice places to work in, or the owners don’t treat their staff as well as you do me and Di.’ She eyed her employer, deeply concerned. ‘You’re not trying to get rid of me, are you, Mrs Koz, by putting these ideas in my head?’

‘Oh, my goodness no,’ Verna gasped. ‘Definitely not. Just the opposite, in fact.’ She then noticed the mischievous grin spreading on Kacie’s face. ‘Oh, you little tinker, you’re making fun of me, Kacie.’

Kacie laughed, a deep infectious chuckle. ‘Sorry, Mrs Koz, I couldn’t resist it. I know only too well getting rid of me is the last thing you want. How’s Mr Koz, by the way? Did you have time to pop and check on him while you were out?’

‘I did, dear, and thanks for asking. He’s slightly better. Of course, you know, he’ll never be right, not after what happened to him in the concentration camp. Dreadful, that was, oh, so terrible,’ she said, her face filling with deep sadness. ‘What all those poor Polish people must have suffered, and the other nations - we mustn’t forget them - all through one madman’s whims. Still, I’ve just got to be thankful that my dear husband managed to escape and get to England and that we met up.’ Kacie had heard this story many times before, but listened politely. ‘I knew when I married Jan that he’d never make old bones but whatever time we’ve got together is a blessing to me. People frown on me because I married a foreigner but, I tell you, my Jan is worth a thousand of the likes of my first husband who ran me ragged and bled me dry. Never a time when we weren’t in debt through his wastrel ways. And people can call me what they like, Kacie, but I wasn’t a distraught wife when he met his end when his ship got torpedoed, but a relieved one. Of course, I was sorry for his shipmates,’ she added sincerely. ‘I  had no qualms, though, about using what was left of Wilfred’s burial money to start up this place, considering how much I’d had to do without over the years we were married . . .

‘The first month’s rent on this place and having the alterations done was paid for by money I should have spent on a more expensive coffin and a headstone. Well, it wasn’t as though he could sit back and admire it himself, was it? So I felt I was putting that money to much better use by financing my future. Anyway, back to the present. No other mishaps happened while I was out that I ought to know of?’ she tentatively asked.

Kacie shook her head. ‘No.’

Verna exhaled with relief. ‘Thank God for that. One excitement like we’ve had today is enough to cope with.’

‘I’d better get back, Mrs Koz,’ Kacie said, rising up and pushing the chair she had been sitting on back into place. ‘Di’s washing a lady for me ready for a perm and I’ve one under the dryer who I suspect is well cooked by now.’

‘Do you need a hand?’ Verna asked.

‘No, me and Di can manage fine, thanks. We’ve got back-to-back appointments but we’ve got a good system to cope with that, providing, that is, we don’t get a last-minute rush.’

‘I doubt that, dear, not on a Thursday, but the appointment book looks very healthy for tomorrow so I’d be prepared for a busy day. Right, I’ll put the new supplies away, then I’d better tackle the accounts.’

‘Oh, did you remember the pink rinse? Mrs Bates is coming in tomorrow for her usual and she wants to look extra special for her grandson’s wedding in the afternoon.’ Kacie pulled a worried face. ‘I understand she’s wearing a pink costume and wants her hair to match.’

‘Oh, my goodness, it sounds delightful,’ Verna said, shuddering at the vision her mind conjured up.

‘Well, I did try and warn Mrs Bates she might resemble a stick of candyfloss but she still insists.’

‘Well, if that’s what the old duck wants, then who are we to refuse. Yes, I did get some more pink, and blue while I was at  it, as we seem to be having a run of those colour rinses just lately. The wholesaler talked me into trying some new setting lotions Wella have brought out, and Clairol have added some lovely new colours to their range. I’ve picked up a new chart so we can order some when the rep comes in. It’s here somewhere,’ she said, flicking between copies of the Hairdressing Journal and other paperwork scattered on her desk. ‘I was looking at it a minute ago. Oh, never mind, you can cast your eyes over it later.’

A smile twitched her lips at a distant memory. ‘Talking of hair dyes brings to mind that when I was an apprentice and even well after I qualified we had to mix our own tints and perming solutions, and it was hit and miss, believe me.’ She gave a chuckle. ‘Apart from several disasters, which I won’t go into as I’m far too ashamed to admit to them, I will tell you about a customer of mine I was tinting coming out bright carrot red because I’d got the mixture slightly wrong after adding just a bit too much henna powder. She was most upset because she had wanted dark brown. Lavatory brown I called that particular colour, but I never let clients know that. Mind you, my disasters have never been as bad as some I know of, where clients’ hair has turned a bright shade of green. Still, unless a customer is particularly difficult, we don’t have that trouble of mixing our own tints now manufacturers have modernised methods for us. Thank God for the invention of plastic bottles and metal tubes, eh?’ She suddenly stopped her flow. ‘Oh dear, I am keeping you chatting, and your client under the dryer must be wondering if you’ve forgotten about her. Off you go, and next time Di mashes a cuppa ask her to bring me one through, will you, Kacie?’

‘I will, Mrs Koz.’

Verna watched thoughtfully as Kacie left her office. It was a tiny room, right at the back of the premises and was very cramped, a desk, two chairs, bulging filing cabinet, shelving around the walls stacked high with all sorts of items to do with the business, practically filling the small area. She leaned back in her chair. She was a lucky woman. Not many women of fifty-five were as content with life as she was. Her  establishment wasn’t large, nor as equipped or up-to-date as bigger concerns in town, nor was it based in the most salubrious of areas, but its annual turnover - despite peaking and troughing throughout the year, depending on spare money in people’s pockets, when short hairdos were the first luxury on the list to go - just managed to pay the wages of Kacie and Diane, settle bills and provide Verna and her beloved second husband with a reasonable standard of living.

It hadn’t always been like that. When she had first started out on her own she had very quickly realised that her dream of running several shops was not very likely to happen as the huge demand for her services did not materialise as she had thought it would. Verna hadn’t known when she’d ploughed every penny from her demised husband’s estate into renting and refitting out these premises on St Saviours Road, the main shopping thoroughfare in Evington, an area on the outskirts of Leicester, that it would take much more than saving the time-consuming trek into town and the offer of cheaper-than-town salon rates to tempt in the affluent middle-class women in this highly populated vicinity.

Her regulars were the working-class locals, who, having a little more disposable income in their pockets in the good times at the start of the 1950s, were treating themselves regularly at the hairdresser’s instead of doing it themselves at home, and it was only due to that change in circumstance that Verna managed to scrape herself a living.

It was Kacie’s arrival on the scene after a few years that eventually led to an improvement in her financial status.

Verna had spotted Kacie’s special talents when, at the age of fourteen, she had taken her on as a Saturday help to replace a lazy girl who thought a sweeping brush was for propping herself up on whilst she watched everyone else working. Much to Verna’s delight her new recruit proved very willing and able. Only weeks after she started work, fed up with the young girl’s badgering, her employer had allowed Kacie to trim and style a couple of old wigs the girl had found abandoned in the stockroom. Much to Verna’s surprise Kacie did an excellent restoration job, so much so she  was able to sell them. Taking a gamble, she put Kacie in charge of the array of wigs she kept in the salon.

Again to her surprise, considering Kacie had had no training, Verna noted that, styled more fashionably and displayed more eye-catchingly under the young girl’s charge, the sale of wigs started to escalate. Kacie possessed a special talent that needed nurturing and if Verna was lucky and treated her right then that gamble would be amply repaid by the clientele Kacie brought in when she qualified.

Despite a hard-fought battle with Kacie’s parents, who expected their daughter to attend secretarial college on leaving school, Kacie enthusiastically accepted an apprenticeship under Verna’s charge with a day release at the Charles Keene College.

Verna was delighted to see her instincts on Kacie’s talents had been right. She excelled in her class, winning several awards and, despite several larger establishments trying to poach Kacie, seven years later the pair were still working happily together, a mutual respect and regard growing between them, and the salon was thriving, mostly due to Kacie’s abilities to bring in the younger generation.

Now the imminent arrival of competition nearby could greatly upset the fine balance of Verna’s business finances, which affected the whole of her life, and the lives of those she employed, and that fact was most worrying. She supposed she could always sell the business, get out while the going was good, go back to working for someone else. Despite the fact she hated to be even considering it, it was something she’d have to think about should the rumours be true and this new salon did open and affect her livelihood.

She lifted her gaze as Diane came in carrying a cup of tea in Verna’s own special china. ‘Oh, bless you, dear,’ she said, smiling. ‘No worse for your ordeal, I hope?’

Diane grimaced. ‘I should be used ter maggots, Mrs Koz, being’s me dad keeps a tinful in the shed for his fishing, but in someone’s head is not the place you expect to find ’em, is it? Still, it’s like me mam always sez, it’s usually a rum deal that brings good fortune.’

Verna stared, surprised. ‘Does she? I’ve never heard it put exactly like that before.’

Diane frowned thoughtfully. ‘Well, that’s what she sez, and I tek it to mean we might have lost Mrs Simmons’ custom but then I don’t have to tackle her manky head no more.’

Verna could see the wisdom in that. ‘Your mother’s pearler does have its point,’ she said kindly. ‘Coping all right out the front, are you both?’

‘All running like clockwork, Mrs Koz.’

Or things were running smoothly until five thirty-four, when the door burst open and a woman of Kacie’s age charged through.

‘Kacie, you’ve gotta help me!’ she cried.

Holding a mirror at the back of a customer’s head so she could witness her transformation from every angle, Kacie jerked round. Seeing who it was, she tutted loudly. ‘I’ve no spare money to lend you, Brenda, if that’s what you’re after.’

‘It ain’t - well, not in quite the way you’re thinking,’ Brenda Cole said breathlessly, now at Kacie’s side. ‘Oh, yer’air does look nice, Mrs Brown,’ she enthused, addressing the woman Kacie was attending. ‘A perm really suits your thick hair.’

Kacie hurriedly yanked Brenda aside. ‘Brenda, how could you?’ she scolded, keeping her voice hushed. ‘Mrs Brown’s as bald as a badger. Have you forgotten she lost all her hair in shock after that bomb blast during the war that killed her son and pregnant daughter-in-law? That’s a new wig she’s trying on. She’s been saving for months for it.’

Brenda grimaced shamefully. ‘Oh, sorry, Kacie.’

‘You just thank God that the same blast partially deafened her and she never heard what you said. Look, what is it you want? I’m in a hurry to get finished up tonight and I’ve two other ladies to comb out, besides finishing off Mrs Brown.’

Brenda’s face fell. ‘Oh, Kacie, yer not in that much of a hurry to get home, are yer? I desperately need your help. I’ve got a hot date tonight with Jim from the cutting department and I’ve just gotta look me best.’

Kacie eyed her friend keenly. ‘What, the Jim you’ve been trying to catch the eye of for the last six months?’

‘Yeah. I thought he’d never bloody ask me out, and now he has I can’t go looking like this, can I?’ she wailed, running a hand through her hair, which looked perfectly all right to Kacie as she’d cut and styled it only a few days previously. ‘Oh, please say you’ll do it for me, please, Kacie? Look, if me and Jim get married I’ll ask yer to be me bridesmaid,’ she offered by way of a bribe.

Kacie tutted disdainfully. ‘You can’t be a bridesmaid when you’re married, Brenda, and I am married, which you can’t have forgotten because you got drunk at my reception and suffered for days afterwards.’

Mind racing frantically, Brenda blurted, ‘Well, maybe not a bridesmaid, but you could be me old married woman of honour.’

Kacie couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Oh . . . just a quick spruce-up, but that’s all, as I need to get home sharpish tonight.’

‘Oh, ta, Kacie. I’ll be forever in your debt,’ Brenda said, throwing herself down in a vacant chair by a sink before Kacie changed her mind. ‘Oh, talking of being in debt, can I square up with you tomorrow, only I ain’t got quite enough on me to pay in full, being’s it’s Thursday.’

Before Kacie could respond the outside door burst open again and a tall, slim, ruggedly handsome man bounded in. Eyes lighting up in her obvious delight to see him, Kacie nevertheless gave a disdainful click of her tongue. Though looking work-worn in his factory boiler suit after his nine-hour shift as a skilled lathe operator for a firm producing machinery equipment, her Dennis still managed to keep every hair of his DA cut in place, but then she knew he would have preened himself in front of the mirror in the factory toilets before he had left for the night, and probably in several shop windows en route to Verna’s.

‘Evening, ladies, and how are you delightful creatures today? You’re all looking lovely, I must say,’ he addressed the gathering.

The three customers and Diane giggled girlishly at his flattering attentions. ‘We’re fine, thanks, Dennis,’ they responded.

‘And how’s my Doll?’ he said, sidling up to Kacie, giving  her a tender look, and her backside a squeeze.

Kacie slapped his hand away with the back of a hairbrush.

‘Ouch,’ he cried out, nursing his hand. ‘That hurt.’

‘It was supposed to. Doll I am not, and I keep telling you not to call me that. Your wife is fine, though, thanks for asking. Did you get the spuds?’

‘Eh?’

‘Dennis, the spuds for dinner. I told you last night I had back-to-back appointments today, and I wouldn’t have time to get to the shops. You forgot, didn’t you?’ she scolded.

He nodded sheepishly. ‘We’ll drop in the corner shop on the way home.’

‘Not we, Dennis, you. I won’t be finished for at least another hour, thanks to Brenda here,’ she added, inclining her head in her friend’s direction. ‘You can have the spuds peeled, the chip pan heating up and the table set by the time I get in.’

His face fell. ‘Ahh, Kacie, I’ve to be out by six thirty to help the lads set up for our gig.’ He glared at her, annoyed. ‘Had you forgot we were playing tonight?’

‘Your Dennis and his lads are the star turn at the Star and Garter tonight, Kacie. Even I know that,’ piped up Mrs Brown. She looked up at Dennis admiringly. ‘Me and my old man are coming down to support you.’ And added, a twinkle of amusement in her aged eyes, ‘I’m even thinking of buying this new wig just for the occasion.’

Dennis bent down, threw his arms around the old lady’s shoulders and gave her a friendly hug, plus a peck on her gnarled cheek. ‘And ain’t you just the tops, Mrs B. I’ll make sure you and your wig get a ringside table.’ He straightened up and looked Kacie in the eye. ‘You can’t have forgotten the band is playing tonight. You know how long it took me to get Reg to agree to giving us a spot,’ he accused.

She looked at him sharply. ‘How could anyone, especially me, forget you were playing tonight. It’s all you’ve gone on about since you landed the gig two weeks ago. I only wanted to make sure you got some food inside you before you went, that’s all.’

He looked at her, shame-faced. ‘Ahh, I’m sorry, Doll . . .  er, Kacie.’ His face then filled with excitement as he rubbed his hands together. ‘If the audience likes us, Reg has promised us a regular weekly night and then it only needs a record company scout to come in and hear us and we could be on our way to the big time. I can just see us now on 6.5 Special, Pete Murray introducing us.’ He looked at Kacie so excitedly she thought he would burst. ‘Wouldn’t you be proud as punch, Kacie, seeing your old man singing on the telly?’

‘I presume that if you’re on the telly you’ll be able to afford to buy me one to watch you on. I wish you wouldn’t get your hopes up so high, Dennis,’ she said, her face clouding in worry.

‘Why not?’

Because she hated the thought of her beloved husband’s huge disappointment if the band didn’t get any further than they were right now, playing to inebriated audiences in backstreet pubs and working men’s clubs. She clamped her lips tight, afraid she would say something to dampen his spirits. Dennis was convinced that it was only a matter of time before the band was discovered and propelled into the big time. Kacie didn’t think it very likely herself that record company scouts looked for talent in the kind of places that Dennis and the lads played in, but then strange things did happen. Maybe a scout would somehow lose his way and end up in Reg’s pub tonight. ‘Yes, why not get your hopes up,’ she answered, smiling at him winningly, ‘because if you don’t, Dennis, who will?’

‘Just think, Kacie, your old man could be the next Perry Como,’ said Brenda, knowing very well what reaction from Dennis this comparison would cause.

As expected, he spun round to her, face wreathed in indignation. ‘Perry Como! Don’t you swear at me, Brenda Cole. Perry Como indeed.’ He turned back, leaning forward to scrutinise himself in the wall mirror. Taking a well-used comb out of his donkey jacket pocket, he gave a prospective straying strand a tweak back into place. ‘Now Cliff Richard or Billy Fury I don’t mind being likened to, but the likes of Perry Como is for the wrinklies. Present company excluded,’  he hurriedly added, suddenly remembering the presence of older women.

Smiling to herself, Kacie appraised her childhood sweet-heart, whom she had met at the local youth club, courted and, very much against her parents’ wishes, had now been extremely happily married to for the last three years. He did have qualities of Cliff and Billy. He was certainly handsome enough, and could sing just as well, and in her opinion the band played their instruments as well as any other group in the charts. She, as much as Dennis, would be over the moon if the band did achieve their ambitions. Dennis dreamed of becoming a pop star, lived and breathed his ambition, and she loved him far too much ever to have a hand in dispelling those desires. So apart from the odd occasions when her tongue got the better of her, she kept her own counsel and displayed her support.

If she was honest, though, she enjoyed watching her husband singing on stage the few times they had managed to secure a gig; and the boys dropping into their flat unannounced at all times of the day or night to discuss band issues with Dennis, whom they looked on as their leader - and taking for granted they’d be watered and fed - meant lively company was always on their doorstep.

Kacie was an ardent lover of popular music and she and Dennis had built between them a large record collection which, money allowing, was continually being added to and which they played constantly on their Dansette player, the purchase of which had been top priority when they had married.

Her eyes tenderly scanned him. Most people had hopes and dreams that kept them going as they drudged day after day, year after year, scratching for their living. Maybe Dennis might be one of those lucky ones who achieved his. But whether he succeeded or not, she would love him just as much. He was annoying at times, had several male bad habits that would drive the most saintly of wives to pack her suitcase, but on the whole he was a good husband to her. He loved her completely, she had no doubt about that. As she had told Mrs Koz only a while ago, her Dennis was the best.

She suddenly realised he was talking to her. ‘Sorry,’ she said, giving him her full attention.

‘Kacie,’ he retorted, ‘I was telling you my good news and you weren’t listening.’

‘Well, I’m listening now, so what good news?’ she asked eagerly. ‘Have you been promoted at work?’ It was about time, considering what a conscientious worker he was.

‘What? Oh, no. There’d have to be deaths and retirements before I get moved up the ladder, as you well know, Kacie. My good news is that I’ve finally come up with a proper name.’

‘Proper name? For what?’

‘The band. Jess Thunder and the Lightnings. Cliff’s got his Shadows, Bill Haley’s got his Comets and I’ll have my Lightnings. I think the lads will love it. Wadda yer think, Kacie?’

‘Oh!’ She shrugged. ‘Not bad, I suppose, but you don’t look like a Jess to me, Dennis.’

He looked hurt. ‘Don’t I?’ he turned and scrutinised himself in the mirror. ‘I think I do.’ He turned back to face her. ‘What do Jesses look like then, in your opinion? And what about you, Mrs Brown?’ he asked, raising his voice so the deaf old lady could hear him. ‘Do you think I could pass for a Jess?’

‘Oh, don’t ask me,’ she answered, adjusting the wig she was trying on further down on to her forehead, which gave her the appearance of having no eyebrows. ‘I never thought I looked like a Prudence, but me mother obviously did.’

‘Me dad calls me brother a jessie ’cos he likes cricket better than football,’ said Diane, who was sweeping up cut hair from the floor.

‘I’ve never liked the name Brenda,’ Brenda piped up. ‘It’s boring, is Brenda. If Dennis is thinking of changing his name, I might too,’ she mused, then announced, ‘Stephanie. Now that has a ring to it, don’t yer think? And it makes you immediately think of someone tall and—’

‘Well, as you’re short that name would be no good for you, then, Bren, would it?’ Kacie cut in exasperatedly, thinking if she didn’t get a move on she’d never get home tonight.

‘I’ve got an idea.’

They all turned and looked across at Diane.

‘Let’s hear it then?’ Kacie asked.

Knowing they were all staring at her, the young girl’s face turned scarlet with embarrassment. ‘Well . . . er . . . I . . .’

‘Oh, just spit it out, will yer, Di?’ Brenda said irritatedly. ‘We’ll be here all night while we wait for you ter get yer brain in gear, and I’ve got a hot date.’

‘And that’s enough from you,’ Kacie scolded her. ‘It’s OK, Di, take your time.’

Diane beamed at her idol in gratitude, then, puffing out her chest, announced proudly, ‘Well, I wa’ just thinking that why doesn’t Dennis use his initials like you do, Kacie? I wa’ thinking of using mine.’

‘My nickname wasn’t my choice,’ Kacie said. ‘I got lumbered with it when I was a tot at school because there were two Kathryn Carters - as I was then - in my class and we sat next to each other. So to stop confusion they called her Katie and me KC, which the way us Leicester folk pronounce it sounds like Kacie.’ She gave a chuckle. ‘My parents are the only ones who ever use my full name now.’

‘DC,’ Dennis mused over his own initials. ‘No, that’s no good. People would think I was something to do with the police service.’

Brenda looked at Diane questioningly. ‘As a matter in interest, what is your full name, Di?’

‘Diane Una Morris,’ she answered proudly.

Brenda pressed her lips together to suppress an eruption of mirth. ‘Well, I’d think twice about wanting to use yer initials if I were you.’

‘And that’s enough from you,’ Kacie scolded again. ‘But she’s right, Di. If you’re hell-bent on lumbering yourself with another name then I think you need to give the idea a lot more thought.’ She turned to face her husband. ‘Do we have to discuss a name for the band right now?’ she asked. ‘After all, you’ve been trying for God knows how long to come up with something catchy.’

‘Well, not right this minute, but as it’s a big night for us  tonight I thought it’d be a good time to announce our new name.’

‘And just what is it yer call yerselves now?’ asked Mrs Brown.

‘Well, nothing at the moment as we couldn’t agree on anything that goes with our image.’

‘The Nothings,’ the old lady muttered thoughtfully. ‘I see what yer mean. You can’t really call yerselves The N’otes, can yer, when yer trying to create an image?’ They all looked at her blankly. ‘N’ote’ being Leicester dialect for ‘nothing’. She then asked, ‘What’s an image?’

They all pretended they hadn’t heard her question, knowing she’d have difficulty understanding the answer.

‘Oh, I know,’ Brenda spoke up, ‘as you’re the leader of the band, what about Dennis and the Denboys. I think that name’s rather good meself.’

Dennis vehemently shook his head. ‘No self-respecting pop star has Dennis for a name. That’s why I’ve got to change it.’

‘I shouldn’t let your mother hear you say that, Dennis,’ Kacie warned. ‘I happen to know she’s quite proud of the name she picked for you. She told me you were named after your dad’s brother, who was a lovely man, by all accounts. Oh, what about Victor?’ she offered, as she had rather a fancy for the film star Victor Mature.

‘Victor,’ Dennis mused. ‘It’s all right, I suppose, but it’s getting something to go with it to call the boys.’

‘Vic and the Vicars,’ offered Brenda.

‘Oh, don’t be funny, Bren,’ Dennis growled. ‘You might think this is a joke but it’s a serious business picking a name for a band.’

Kacie sighed as her thoughts thrashed around in the hope of coming up with something else that might be worth considering. In her desire to get this problem solved once and for all she wondered if Verna would have anything suitable to offer. At the thought of Verna the name Vernon sprang to mind. ‘What about Vernon? That’s a starry kinda name. Vernon and the er . . . V . . . V . . . Vipers,’ she said, the name springing from nowhere. ‘It has got a ring to it. Mind you,’  she then added, giving him the once-over, ‘you don’t look much like a Vernon to me, Dennis.’

He eyed her, surprised. ‘Vernon and the Vipers,’ he repeated slowly. ‘Oh, yeah, I like that, Kacie. That’s the best one yet. I’ll run it past the boys. You’re a little wonder, you are.’ He threw his arms around her, giving her a bear hug.

She pushed him from her. ‘I’m glad that’s settled. Now if you want me to be ready in time for your big night you’d better let me finish up here. There’s eggs in the pantry. Fry those up and have them on bread.’ She gave him a friendly push towards the door. ‘And make sure you do ’cos I don’t want you playing tonight on an empty stomach, not with all the beer I know will end up down your neck.’ She turned to Diane. ‘Can you shampoo Brenda for me while I finish off Mrs Brown and comb out Mrs Hackett and Mrs Downs?’ She smiled across at the two women sitting patiently under the dryers. ‘Won’t keep you much longer, ladies.’




Chapter Two

Much later Kacie hurriedly cleared away the remains of her makeshift meal, and flashed a glance across at the clock on the mantel above the old-fashioned black cast-iron fireplace. It was just approaching seven forty-five. She’d better get a move on if she was to catch the start of the performance. She knew Dennis would be very disappointed if he didn’t spot her in the audience and, besides, he’d want a blow-by-blow account of how their performance had gone, and she couldn’t do that if she’d missed half the show.

She inspected her appearance in the oval mirror hanging above the fireplace, glad to see she looked very presentable in a pretty, scoop-necked blouse just showing the top of her cleavage, pink cardigan with embroidered flowers scattered over it and red A-line skirt. Her hair was, as usual, perfectly groomed again after the rigours of the day and, while checking the seams in her stockings were straight, she smiled happily to herself.

Brenda had looked a treat, and had left delighted after Kacie’s hurried but expert thirty minutes’ titivating for her date, and Kacie sincerely hoped the evening was going well for her. No doubt she’d find out soon. Mrs Brown, after much dithering, had decided on the wig Kacie had recommended, and the other two ladies, despite being kept waiting longer than usual, had given her a thrupenny tip - not everyone was so generous. She had split it with Diane, feeling the girl had done more than her bit towards making the customers comfortable by plying them with tea, coffee and magazines, plus clearing up after them.

Finally and thankfully, all clients dealt with and desperate  to get home, Kacie and Diane, joined by Verna had beavered together to get the salon readied for the next day’s business.

Remembering her tips, Kacie retrieved them from her purse, putting them along with the rest she had accumulated over the past weeks in an old Bisto tin in the pantry. When she had enough saved she planned to buy a Formica kitchen table and set of matching chairs she had her eye on to replace the worn old-fashioned drop-leaf type Dennis’s mother had given the pair as their wedding present, a piece of furniture Kacie had never been particularly fond of but had been grateful at the time to accept from her much-loved mother-in-law.

Before she gathered her coat to leave, she gazed proudly around the tiny flat she shared with Dennis, which was sited above a busy greengrocer’s conveniently located several doors down from Verna’s salon and only a few streets away from the factory where her husband worked.

What a state it had been in when they had come to view it, full of excitement at the prospect of having their first home together. ‘A well-situated, homely, compact one-bedroomed flat,’ the advertisement had read. It was well-situated for them both, but homely it was not, and ‘compact’ in this case meant tiny. Nor was it anywhere near as clean and tidy as the landlord had led Kacie to believe when she had first made enquiries.

It was in a disgusting state: ancient wallpaper faded and torn in places, well-worn holey linoleum covering creaking floorboards. The living room and bedroom were larger than expected, but the kitchen was tiny. All it contained was a chipped and stained stone pot sink, an old geezer hanging precariously from the grimy whitewashed wall, and a filthy lime-green-coloured kitchenette with doors hanging off, which the landlord assured them he’d fix before they moved in, and which he didn’t. The toilet facilities were housed in a drafty dimly lit room out on the landing, and the ancient equipment groaned and grumbled loudly in protest as it flushed, the fresh water coming from a rusting tank above, which was actioned by a length of fraying string, the chain long gone. The cracked toilet bowl was caked in years of dirt and ingrained lime scale.

Kacie remembered only too vividly the hard labour that had gone into making their first home presentable enough to invite family and friends back to. The wallpaper, having been repaired as well as possible using flour and water paste, had been given thick coverings of cheap emulsion, different bright colours of yellow, blue and purple, for each area; the holes in the linoleum were now concealed by cleverly arranged furniture and the scattering of clippy rugs.

The odd assortment of furniture the couple possessed consisted of a thirty-year-old moquette settee, kindly donated by Dennis’s Aunty Gladys, which had a plain blue candlewick bedspread thrown over it in order to disguise the bare patches, and co-ordinate it with the two odd armchairs positioned either side of the fireplace. These they had, on separate occasions, bought with hard-earned pennies from a second-hand shop down the road, both of them giggling helplessly in their struggle to carry each home, just as they had the ugly sideboard which housed their precious record collection and on top of which sat their record player. The standard lamp had been rescued from a waste tip, and Kacie had covered and fringed the lampshade herself, very proud of her efforts, as sewing wasn’t one of her talents.

Their bed, the springs of which Kacie had laughingly declared played more in tune than the band, had belonged to Dennis’s grandmother, who, sadly had passed away just prior to their wedding. They had also inherited the old lady’s oak wardrobe, a monstrosity which nevertheless served its purpose.

In the kitchen the old kitchenette had been scrubbed clean, repaired as well as possible and painted bright orange. An aged electric stove - the back plate having long ago stopped functioning, needing a new element that they could never seem to afford - cooked all their meals. Baths were taken weekly at Dennis’s mother’s in an old tin bath in front of the fire in her parlour.

In some people’s eyes the flat may have looked shabby but the two people who lived in it were very happy, very much in love, and to them that was all that mattered.

Realising the time was passing rapidly, Kacie grabbed her  coat and had just taken a step towards the outside door when the knocker rapped loudly, making her jump. On opening the door, she found her parents standing in the dimly lit hall outside, their faces displaying the expectant look they always wore whenever they came into contact with their daughter.

Kacie groaned inwardly. She neither had the time nor was in the mood for them. There was only one reason why they had come: to check for cracks in her marriage; hope they were going to achieve their wish of it breaking apart.

From the moment she had introduced her future husband to her parents they had made it apparent they totally disapproved. It had been expected of Kacie to follow her older sister, Caroline, and settle for what they termed a suitable young man with good credentials and decent prospects. Dennis, as far as they were concerned, possessed none of these qualities. He was from the wrong end of Orson Street. Should Kacie saddle herself with this man she’d be condemning herself to a life of drudgery and misery.

In Kacie’s opinion her parents’ view was totally unwarranted and utterly misguided, and she defied them blatantly, continuing to court Dennis. Despite the Carters doing their utmost to end the liaison, they failed miserably, bargaining without their daughter’s steely determination to be with the man she loved. Their relief was most apparent to Kacie when Dennis went away to do his national service but instead of the distance between them causing the relationship to fade, it made it stronger, and when Dennis returned the pair carried on as before.

For Kacie and Dennis their wedding was such a special occasion, marred only for Kacie by the knowledge that her mother’s tears were not ones of joy but of sorrow for the dreadful mistake she thought her daughter was making. Even three years later, despite how happy she and Dennis were, Kacie knew her parents still hoped her marriage would fail so they could be proved right. But it was not going to fail. She and Dennis were partners for life.

She forced a bright smile on her face. ‘Hello, Mam, Dad. It’s lovely to see you both.’ She hoped she sounded suitably sincere.

‘I do wonder,’ said Freda Carter, a sixty-year-old woman who would appear quite pleasant-faced if she smiled more often. She was thin, of medium height, her greying hair pulled tight and knotted in a small bun at the nape of her neck - a hairstyle Kacie itched to get her hands on to modernise, feeling her mother would benefit from a more flattering style. It was an offer she never made, though, knowing it would be flatly refused as it would mean her mother had finally come to accept her daughter’s choice of profession.

Kacie frowned at her remark. ‘Sorry, mam? Wonder what?’

‘If you’re pleased to see us. We haven’t seen you for over a month now. In fact we did wonder if you were still alive.’

‘Well, as you can see, I’m very much so,’ she said with forced lightness, then added uncomfortably, ‘Look, I haven’t been to see you because er—’

‘You’ve been too busy,’ her father cut in. ‘Or you didn’t want to. You don’t have to make excuses, Kathryn.’

‘I’m not, Dad,’ she lied. ‘Time flies, that’s all. Are you coming in?’ she asked reluctantly, standing aside.

Norman Carter, a tall, angular man of sixty-two, shoulders stooped through years of labouring over company ledgers for the hundred-year-old shoe firm he worked for, poor eyesight aided by thick pebble glasses, fixed his gaze firmly on the coat draped over his daughter’s arm. ‘You’re going out?’ It was more of an accusation than a question.

‘Well, I am, yes. But I’ve time for a cuppa.’

Kacie followed her parents through to the living room, extremely glad she had taken the trouble to tidy up. ‘I’ll just put on the kettle,’ she said, heading off into the tiny kitchen. Moments later she came back armed with a tin tray, carrying the tea things. Her parents, by now having unbuttoned their coats, were perched ramrod-straight in the armchairs either side of the fireplace. ‘The kettle won’t be long. Sorry I’ve no biscuits,’ Kacie apologised, putting the tray down on the table she had not long cleared. Her eyes flashed to the clock on the mantel, acutely aware time was passing, knowing that Dennis would be keeping an eye out for her. She also wondered how long an ordeal of her  parents’ visit she was going to suffer.

‘Where’s Dennis?’ enquired Freda. ‘Working late?’

Kacie’s face paled. ‘Er . . . no . . . er . . . actually he’s—’

‘Oh, don’t tell me he’s still singing with that band. Oh, Kathryn, when is he going to grow up and realise his responsibilities towards you?’

Before she responded Kacie took a deep breath in an effort to control the rising anger that had been bubbling for years under the surface. ‘Mother, please don’t start,’ she said, fighting to keep her emotions in check. ‘Dennis enjoys playing in the—’

‘Playing,’ Freda cut in sternly. ‘Yes, playing is the right word, Kathryn. But may I remind you that playing is for children? You’ve been married for three years and by now you should be living somewhere decent, with some nice things around you, and your husband shouldn’t be harbouring childish dreams over something that will never bring the riches he seems to think it will.’

‘Some make it, Mother.’

‘I grant you they do. But not anyone from Evington, and especially not from that end of Orson Street so far as I am aware.’

‘There’s always a first time,’ Kacie retorted more sharply than she intended.

Freda gave her a look as though she was a silly schoolgirl with ludicrous ideas. ‘I’m extremely concerned you’re in for one awful disappointment. It seems such a pity to me that he doesn’t put as much effort into improving his job prospects as he does into that band. He’d be well up the ladder by now if he did.’

Kacie fought hard not to respond, although she desperately wanted to instil in her parents the truth that her husband was a very conscientious worker and they should know that it wasn’t easy to get promotion. He was in a queue and would get it some time, and there was plenty of time; they were both only young. An idea suddenly struck her. If she could persuade her parents to come and watch Dennis and the band perform, somehow it might help break barriers down. Well, it was worth a try.

‘Actually the boys are playing tonight at the local pub. That’s where I’m off to. Why don’t you come? I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourselves,’ she added, despite knowing very well they wouldn’t.

Freda pursed her lips, disapprovingly. ‘Thank you for asking but I don’t think so. Me and your father’s idea of a night out is nothing like sitting in a smoky public house with all those inebriates, listening to the row you youngsters call music these days. I’m surprised, myself, anyone truthfully enjoys it.’

Kathryn wanted to say she did and so did lots of other people, but thought better of it. She wondered just what her parents’ idea of entertainment was, because as far as she knew they never went out.

Her mother glanced her up and down. ‘Are you going out in that blouse?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘It’s far too revealing for a respectable married woman, Kathryn.’

‘It’s the latest fashion, Mam, and it isn’t revealing at all. You’ll be telling me next I’m wearing too much makeup - for a respectable married woman, that is.’

‘Your mother’s only trying to keep you right, Kathryn,’ her father said sharply.

‘Yes, I know, but things have changed since your day, Dad.’

‘Far too much in my opinion,’ Freda said. ‘For a married woman to dress gaudily and plaster herself in makeup meant only one thing in our day: that she was a loose woman.’

Kacie knew she looked neither gaudy nor had her makeup plastered on, and she bit her tongue in her effort not to respond to what she saw as her mother’s narrow view on life.

‘So, how are you, Kathryn?’ Freda asked.

‘I’m very well, thank you,’ she said shortly.

‘And your husband - he’s treating you all right?’

Kacie glared at her. ‘Of course he is,’ she snapped.

‘There is no need to use that tone with me. I’m your mother, Kathryn. I’m concerned for your welfare and so is your father.’

‘Why are you so concerned?’ And before she could stop  herself she blurted, ‘Do you think Dennis gets blind drunk and beats me up or something?’

Kacie could tell by her mother’s face that that was exactly what she suspected Dennis did.

Freda eyed her daughter stonily. ‘I asked if Dennis was treating you well. I meant in general, that’s all. As I don’t see you that much I wouldn’t know, would I?’

Kacie sighed. Surely her mother knew only too well why the pair didn’t visit very often and that was because her parents never made Dennis at all welcome, and consequently the visits were purgatory for them both. They called upon her parents when it was absolutely necessary, such as Christmas, Easter and birthdays, using any amount of, she hoped, plausible excuses for their lack of attendance otherwise. ‘We’ll come soon, Mam,’ Kacie promised falsely.

Freda looked at her, unconvinced, as she ran her hand over the arm of the chair. ‘Your sister found the time to pay us a visit the week before last and told me they have a new suite. Not second-hand, brand new. Black vinyl it is, with tapered wooden legs and a glass-topped coffee table to match. Of course Malcolm can afford to buy Caroline nice things as he’s doing so well in that job of his.’

Kacie was mortally fed up with her own marriage being compared to her sister’s and controlling her rising emotions was proving very difficult. ‘You keep telling me how well Malcolm is doing and how lovely Caroline’s house is, and I’m pleased for them both. But me and Dennis are doing all right and we have a nice home too. You both know how hard we worked to get it nice and it’ll do us just fine until we can afford to move to somewhere better,’ she said brusquely. She wondered what Caroline had done with her old suite, knowing it would be in far better condition than the odd assortment she herself possessed, and although she wasn’t on close terms with her sister it didn’t stop her wondering, if her old suite was going begging, whether somehow she could acquire it. ‘What did Caroline do with her old suite, Mam? Did she say?’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/lynd_9780755382903_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
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