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Chapter One

‘Marilyn, I’m warning you. If you leave me on me own again, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .’

‘What? Sack me? Don’t make me laugh!’

‘I will, Marilyn. I’m sick to death of running this stall by meself. You’re always using some excuse for clearing off. If you go I’ll sack yer and that’s that.’

Marilyn Rawlings swung round on her heels, glowering fiercely at the large frumpy figure of her nineteen-year-old cousin Josephine Rawlings. For a moment she wanted to laugh at the comical vision Josie created as they stood facing each other behind the family-owned vegetable stall on a freezing cold, late November afternoon in 1966.

Josie’s thick dark brown hair was pushed untidily beneath a knitted, tea-cosy style, brightly striped woollen hat, the shapeless black coat she wore doing little to hide her ample figure, and the brown suede, side-zipped calf-length boots, covering a pair of black thick-knitted tights, wouldn’t have seemed out of place on their ageing grandmother. Lost inside her fat cheeks was a rather attractive face, its large brown eyes framed with thick lashes that curled gently at the ends. Usually kindly, those eyes were  now flashing with anger as she tried her utmost to bring Marilyn to heel, failing miserably.

Marilyn narrowed her eyes in exasperation. How dare her cousin speak to her like this? Josie should be grateful she had bothered to turn up at all instead of whining on because she wanted to leave early. She wanted to grab hold of Josie’s shoulders, shake her hard, and tell her exactly what she thought of her. But she couldn’t be bothered to make the effort. She stamped her foot in irritation. Standing here arguing the point was a waste of time and she had things to do. More important things than serving rotten vegetables to rotten customers.

She tilted back her pretty blonde head. ‘You wouldn’t get any other fool to work on this tuppenny ha’penny stall for a fiver a week, so just be grateful you’ve got me. Now you stay if yer want to, but I ain’t standing round in this cold no longer. Sod the customers, they can go elsewhere for all I care.’

Josie inhaled sharply and placed her hands on her generous hips. ‘Marilyn, I mean it this time. If you leave me again . . .’

‘Josie Rawlings, I’ve as much right to be on this stall as you have. You ain’t got no authority to sack me and you know it. Now we ain’t seen one customer in the last couple of hours and I’m freezing to death, so I’m off and I don’t care what you say’ She tossed her head defiantly. ‘I’ll be round for me wages later.’

‘Wages!’ Josie spluttered. ‘You’ve got to be joking! You’ve hardly worked all week, I’m damned if I’m gonna let Gran pay yer wages.’

‘You’d better,’ Marilyn hissed. ‘Else I’ll get me dad to  come round and you know what’ll happen then. All hell’ll break loose.’

Josie shuddered. The prospect of her overbearing oaf of an uncle coming round and kicking up a stink didn’t bear thinking about. The man frightened her to death and Marilyn knew it. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Josie’s mother, Maisie, had still been alive. She would have sacked Marilyn and stood up to her brother. But her beloved mother wasn’t here to deal with this matter. This was her responsibility.

As she fought desperately for the right words to say, Marilyn interrupted, smiling sweetly into Josie’s round face. ‘You don’t really mind, Josie. After all, you’ve n’ote else to do, have yer?’

Josie stood rigid. Marilyn was right. She hadn’t. So under the circumstances what right had she to keep her cousin here? She slowly nodded her head. She might as well give in now. She could stand here all day and try and reason but it would be pointless. As always, her pretty, long-legged, vivacious cousin had got the better of her.

‘Good old Josie,’ Marilyn said, slapping her on the shoulder. ‘You know I’d do the same for you. I’ve got a heavy date tonight and you know how long it takes us girls to get dolled up.’ She frowned. ‘No, ’course, you wouldn’t, would yer?’ She bent down and rummaged between the wooden boxes of vegetables and sacks of potatoes for her brown leather bag, grabbed it, straightened up and slung it across her shoulder. ‘Now if you’ve got any sense, you’ll pack up and get off home. Tarra.’

Josie sighed deeply. ‘Tarra.’

She stared after her cousin as she made her way through  the maze of empty market stalls. Normally at this time of night the place would be teeming with customers clamouring to get last-minute bargains. But the bitterly cold weather had kept all but a handful away. She sighed again and dug her hands deep inside her pockets. Marilyn was right. If she had any sense she would pack up the nearly frozen vegetables and head for home. But her grandma wouldn’t be pleased.

‘Oh, hell,’ she uttered under her breath. For once she would do what she wanted and at this moment that was to pack up and get home as quickly as possible.

 



‘No, please, not tonight. Please don’t do this to me tonight.’ Tears of frustration and anger stung Josie’s large brown eyes as she pounded her fists together in exasperation. ‘I promise, honest, I promise to take better care of yer, only please don’t let me down tonight,’ she pleaded.

She took a deep breath, said a silent prayer and tried the ignition of the old Bedford Commer van once more. But her prayers and promises went unanswered. Nothing happened. She rubbed her hand over the misted windscreen and stared out into the murky darkness. Her only companions now were the corporation dustbin men clearing away the debris of the day. The snow was thickening fast and she wished with all her heart that she had taken Marilyn’s advice and packed up hours before. If she had done, she would now be sitting in front of a blazing fire, eating a hot meal whilst watching one of her favourite programmes, Crossroads, and not in the middle of the deserted market square, cold, tired and ravenously hungry, desperately trying to coax life into an unyielding vehicle.

With a heavy heart, she slid herself awkwardly off the seat, gathered her two full carrier bags of shopping, made sure the vehicle was securely locked and inched her way down the empty streets towards the bus station, slipping and sliding over the icy pavements. She arrived at her destination and settled herself in a corner of one of the many concrete shelters, shivering uncontrollably as she waited patiently for the cream and brown vehicle to arrive.

‘Spare a few coppers, lady?’

‘Pardon?’ Josie jerked up her head in astonishment. An extremely tall, gaunt, unshaven man swayed before her, his hands thrust deep inside the pockets of his grubby macintosh, the top of a bottle of gin clearly visible.

‘I said, spare a few coppers for a cuppa tea,’ he slurred, belching loudly. ‘I ain’t eaten fer days.’

‘Yer maybe ain’t eaten, but you’ve found the money for yer booze!’ she retorted.

She shifted uncomfortably on the bench. She wanted the man to leave, he unnerved her. As she moved, a shaft of light from the street lamp illuminated her. The man stared and then a smile flickered over his thin, blue-edged lips.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, me duck. I didn’t realise you were one of us.’ He shuffled forward and plonked himself down beside her, wrenching the gin bottle from his pocket. ‘’Ere,’ave a swig of this, then yer can come wi’ me.’ He hiccuped loudly, then belched again. ‘I’ve got a place under the railway arches on Central Street. It ain’t The Grand Hotel, but yer welcome to share it wi’ me and the others.’

‘What?’ she exclaimed indignantly as it dawned upon her that this horrible creature was associating her with a  bag lady. ‘I ain’t one of you, I happen to be waiting for a bus. Now clear off!’ she shouted, wrinkling her nose at the terrible stench that emanated from him.

‘Eh!’ The man leant over and peered at her through his bloodshot eyes. ‘Waiting for a bus, eh! I could ’ave sworn you were one of us.’ He held out his trembling hand. ‘Giz a couple a’ bob fer a cuppa tea . . .’

Josie dived into one of the carrier bags and pulled out the first thing she laid her hand on. ‘If yer don’t clear off, I’ll . . . I’ll hit you with this,’ she cried, waving a jam swiss roll in the air.

‘Okay, okay,’ the man said nonchalantly. ‘No need to take that attitude, we all mek mistakes.’ Sniggering loudly, he eased himself up and made to stumble away He stopped abruptly and turned back. ‘If yer waitin’ for a bus, you’ll wait a bloody long time, Missus. They stopped running ’alf ’our ago.’

Josie’s shoulders sagged and she groaned. This news was the last thing she wanted to hear.

She watched blankly as the man shuffled from the shelter. Suddenly compassion for this poor creature rose up in her.

‘Just a minute,’ she shouted as she delved into her coat pocket. ‘Have this,’ she said, thrusting her bus fare into his gnarled palm.

He gazed down at it, then raised his head. ‘Bless you, me duck,’ he said gratefully He turned and was soon lost in the swirling snow.

Josie sank down wearily on to the bench. She had been up since four-thirty that morning in order to be at the front of the queue at the wholesalers, had run the stall  practically single-handed for their handful of customers, been mistaken for a down and out, and now faced the prospect of a three-mile walk home with the inevitable lashing from her grandmother’s tongue for being late.

Home for all of Josie’s nineteen years had been a three-bedroomed, run-down terraced house in Newfoundpool, or ‘the pool’ as the locals referred to it; a crowded district of back-to-backs built during the middle of the last century to house many of the workers on the Great Central Railway that was then slowly forging its way north.

The variety of local shops, all mainly family concerns, catered for the community’s needs as did the several public houses which were usually packed to bulging on a weekend. At the bottom of Beatrice Road, the main thoroughfare, was a small hosiery factory, working men’s club and a fish and chip shop expertly managed by a middle-aged Greek couple and their six children who had settled in Leicester after the war.

Josie’s grandfather had wisely, with the help of the local building society, bought their property in the late 1930s for the princely sum of £200, and if still alive would have seen a good return on his money as the houses were now fetching, in the more prosperous years of the sixties, at least £1,500 – more if you had a bath or modernised kitchen which unfortunately their house had not.

Josie had grown up in these streets, gone to the local Ingle Street Junior School, played with gangs of children in the maze of alleyways connecting the backs of the houses and gazed longingly at the groups of teenagers draped on walls or street corners, playing their transistor radios as loudly as possible, much to the annoyance of  local residents. It was a community where everybody knew your business, where gossip ran rife, but where there was always a willing hand and a sympathetic ear should you need one. But for all this, the thought of the long arduous journey home through the endless streets of thickening snow filled Josie with dread.

Oh, life was a bitch sometimes, she thought, deflated, as she picked up her bags. Surely there was only so much a body could stand in twenty-four hours? Still, there was nothing for it unless she wanted to spend the night in the freezing bus shelter. She might have known though – the slightest hint of snow and Leicester came to a standstill. In these modern times, with all the new gadgets and inventions, the transport department still couldn’t get its act together, and she strongly suspected that she wasn’t the only person stranded in town even though it felt like it.

Her trudge through the deserted Leicester back streets seemed to go on forever. So exhausted was she that she didn’t hear the suppressed giggles of the three young lads hiding in an entry between a row of terraced houses until she was upon them. The three boys shot out, shouting abuse and waving their arms in the air.

‘Fatty Rawlings, Fatty Rawlings,’ they chanted.

Josie let out a shriek of shock and anguish as she let go of the two carrier bags. They fell with a thud, contents scattering across the pavement. As she desperately tried to gather her wits, she slipped on a patch of ice and fell all her length, her backside hitting the hard sodden ground with a thud. The three boys jeered and laughed as they danced around the prostrate figure, kicking their feet against the battered groceries, sending a dented tin of  baked beans rolling into the gutter.

Suddenly a loud shout split the air.

‘Ged out of it, yer buggers! And you, Vincent Bagley, I’ll tell yer dad, then we’ll see you laugh the other side of yer smug ugly mug.’

The three boys froze as they saw the broad figure of Jim Brown, a neighbour, striding towards them through the darkness. Vincent jerked two fingers at Jim before he bent down, grabbed a packet of Garibaldi biscuits and ran after his mates, still laughing and taunting, to disappear through a jitty connecting the maze of alleyways.

Jim reached Josie and shook his head at the sad figure sprawled beneath him. He held out his hand to help her up, straining with all his might as she eased herself awkwardly off the wet ground.

‘All right, Josie lass? I don’t think they meant no ’arm. Just larking about.’

Josie took a deep breath and looked down at her wet coat and laddered stockings. She ran her hand tentatively over her bruised backside. ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she said lightly.

‘Good.’ Jim smiled as he bent down and began to gather the shopping together. ‘Them lads want a good hiding, if you ask me. No discipline. I blame the parents. They shouldn’t be allowed to roam the streets at this time a’ night, ’specially in this filthy weather. It’s a pity National Service ’as bin stopped. It’d have done some of these young ’uns some good. Might have taught ’em some respect.’ He paused and looked up at her. ‘A’ yer sure yer all right, gel?’

Josie managed a smile. ‘Yeah. Just me bum hurts a bit.’

Jim laughed. ‘Well, could ’ave bin worse. You’ve enough padding on your backside to cover a settee.’ He stopped abruptly. ‘Ah, sorry Josie, I didn’t mean . . .’

‘It’s all right, Mr Brown,’ she said quickly, used to taunts about her size. ‘I did bounce twice before I hit the pavement.’

Jim laughed. ‘That’s the spirit, gel. No ’arm done, eh? Just yer pride.’ He straightened up and handed her back the two battered bags. ‘Now if I were you, I’d get indoors as quick as yer can and get yer wet things off. It’s a bloody awful night to be out in.’

Josie accepted the bags. ‘I will, and thanks.’

‘My pleasure, and give my regards to yer granny.’

‘I will.’

Josie turned and slowly continued her journey up the steep hill. She turned into Hawthorne Street and unlocked the front door, sighing with relief. In all her nineteen years, she had never been so glad to reach home.

Winter had arrived with a vengeance in the year 1966 and the end of November found the country in the grip of an arctic freeze. The public services were ill equipped for such weather, each passing year saw little improvement, and the residents of the city resigned themselves to several months of frozen pipes, shortages of coal and fuel, power cuts and very irregular services from the public transport system. But whatever the weather, the army of market traders would set up their stalls in the ancient market place and serve their customers in their usual jovial manner. On arriving home that bitterly cold night, for the first time in her life, Josie wished her occupation was anything but the only one she had ever known and loved.

She placed her bulky body against the faded painted brown door and shoved hard, harder than she’d intended, grimacing as the door sprang open and banged loudly against the wall of the room. The back room of the terraced house was in total darkness, the only light coming from the dying embers of the fire. Instead of the warmth that should have greeted her on such a night, the room felt chilly and unlived in. Josie frowned hard as she inched her way over to the old oak table in the centre of the room and unburdened herself of the overflowing carrier bags. Where was her grandmother? The absence of the old lady brought a sudden fear rushing over her which settled like a lead weight in her stomach.

Walking back towards the door, she switched on the light and blinked as it flooded the room. She clutched her hand to her throat. Slumped in the armchair was the shrunken figure of her grandmother. Her head had flopped over to one side, her ill-fitting false teeth had slipped and were on the verge of falling out, and her bony arm hung limply over the side of the chair. The grey blanket that had covered her knees lay on the floor.

She was dead. Josie knew even before she rushed over and knelt before her, grasping the thin hands between hers, tears of desolation and love for the old woman cascading down her cheeks.

This old lady, who had taken over her upbringing since her mother’s death six years previously, and whom she loved dearly, despite her cantankerous ways, was practically all she’d had in the world. Now she was gone and it was all Josie’s fault for leaving her so long on her own in such foul weather.

‘Oh, Grandma, Grandma,’ she wailed. ‘What am I  gonna do without yer?’ She raised herself and crushed the limp body to her.

‘Ahh . . .’ A wail of protest hit the air. ‘I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. Yer crushing me.’

Josie let go of the old lady and stared with shocked astonishment into the gnarled face.

‘You ain’t dead! Oh, Grandma, you ain’t dead,’ she gasped in relief.

‘Dead! Do I look as though I’m dead? What the hell’s got into yer, gel? I ain’t ready to meet me maker just yet.’

‘Oh, Gran, Gran . . .’

‘Ged off, yer daft ha’porth,’ she cried, wriggling free from Josie’s grasp. ‘My God, gel, what a bloody shock yer gave me. I could have had a heart attack.’ She put her fingers in her mouth and pulled out her teeth, inspected them, pushed them back and smacked her lips together. A trickle of saliva rolled down her chin which she wiped away with the back of her hand. She looked up at Josie disdainfully. ‘Christ knows, I never gerra good sleep and when I do, you, yer fat lump, have to go and wake me!’

Josie leant back on her haunches and looked with relief and fondness at the old lady. ‘I’m sorry, Gran. It’s just . . . well, you looked like you were dead, and it’s so cold in here.’

‘Well, that’s your fault! You never left enough coal,’ Lily Rawlings snapped as she eased herself up in the armchair and pulled the blanket around her.

Josie looked towards the empty bucket. ‘I did. I filled the bucket before I left this morning.’

She rose and picked up the chipped enamel container from the hearth. Braving the elements once more, she  made her way down the icy yard to the coal shed. Back inside she placed several small lumps on the dying embers, held up a piece of newspaper and waited while it drew.

Lily sat in silence, closely watching her granddaughter as she busied herself with the fire. She wished she hadn’t shouted at her. The poor girl had a hard enough time as it was without her grandmother’s sharpness added to her burdens. But she couldn’t help herself. Besides, she thought, I’m old, I’m entitled to be cantankerous.

She sighed softly, half closing her heavily lidded eyes as the fire crackled and spurted with renewed life, and welcome warmth began to seep through her tired bones. Life hadn’t treated her fairly in her latter years. The business with Stanley had fair knocked the stuffing out of her; then to lose her husband, and not long after that her beloved daughter Maisie – well, it didn’t seem justified somehow. The only comfort she had now was young Josie. The girl was a blessing and Lily knew she should try to show more gratitude towards her. Not many young girls these days stayed at home to look after their ailing grandmother.

She sniffed loudly. ‘Yer were late tonight. I was worried about yer,’ she said softly.

Josie managed a weary smile. ‘Yeah, I know. Sorry, Gran, but it’s bin one of those days . . .’

‘I can see it has,’ Lily interrupted. She raised her eyebrows, her resolve to be nicer forgotten. ‘By the state yer in, I’d say yer fell through the ’edge back’ards. So what did ’appen to yer?’

Josie peered down at her dishevelled appearance. ‘I slipped on the ice.’

‘Yer a clumsy bugger, so you are, our Josie. Anyway,  I’m starvin’. You said you’d come home at lunchtime and get me something to eat.’

‘I couldn’t get home. The weather turned bad and our Marilyn went off again and left me on me own. I couldn’t get anyone to watch the stall.’

Lily frowned deeply. I put you in charge of the stall, Josie. You’ll have to learn to be more firm with her. She runs rings round you, she does, and I ain’t paying her five pound a week for gallivanting off every time she feels like it.’

‘I know, I know. But she’s always got some good excuse. Anyway, she’s your granddaughter, same as me, so why don’t you have a word with her?’

Lily muttered something inaudible under her breath. She eyed Josie for a moment. ‘Yer too soft, that’s your trouble, Josie. If I were younger . . .’

‘Yes, Gran. You’d be on the stall, ruling us with a rod of iron. Well, for all your age and bad legs, you still do.’

‘Cheeky bugger!’ Lily suppressed a smile. ‘Well, what did keep yer? It’s nearly seven o’clock, you should have bin home hours ago. It’s no fun being on yer own all day. I can’t fend for meself like I used to.’

‘The van broke down again.’

‘Broke down! What yer done to it this time?’

‘I ain’t done nothing,’ Josie said defensively. ‘I think it must be the starter motor.’

‘Starter motor indeed! I’m sure it’s the way you drive it.’ The old woman folded her bony arms under her thin chest. ‘Where is it now?’ she demanded.

‘At the back of the Corn Exchange. It’s quite safe, all the stuff is locked up inside. Anyway, let’s face it, Gran, nobody’s gonna pinch it ’cos the bloody thing won’t start  and they wouldn’t get very far, there’s hardly any petrol. I had to walk all the way home ’cos all the buses’d stopped running. You know what Leicester’s like. One flake of snow and the whole town comes to a standstill.’ She flopped down in the armchair opposite. ‘Good job I shut the stall a little earlier than normal, else I wouldn’t be home now,’ she said before she could stop herself.

‘Shut the stall early!’ Lily’s mouth dropped open in shock. ‘In all my born days, Josephine Rawlings, I’ve never heard the likes. Shut the stall early, indeed. What d’you think you were playing at?’

‘Gran, I shut the stall ’cos there were no customers. There wasn’t any call for frozen cabbage and Brussels sprouts today.’

Lily tightened her lips. ‘No need to be sarky. When me and yer grandad ran that stall, we never shut early. Stayed’tit the last, and we never let a bit of snow bother us. Out in all weathers we were and never had the luxury of a van. A handcart for us . . .’

‘You did have a van. I’ve seen photos of you, Grandad and me mother standing beside one.’

‘Oh, that weren’t ours,’ Lily lied.

‘Weren’t it?’ Josie replied tersely. She knew her grandmother was lying in order to make her feel guilty for the broken-down van and for the fact that she had shut the stall early. Josie eyed her for a moment and then her face softened. She did not enjoy arguing with her grandmother, and somehow always managed to come off the loser. ‘Okay, you’ve made yer point.’

‘I should think so. I never want to hear you’ve shut up early again. Is that clear?’

‘Look, Gran. I run the stall now and I do me best,’ Josie  erupted. ‘If I ain’t good enough, then you’ll have to get someone else.’

Lily tightened her lips. ‘Don’t you take that attitude with me, gel. I’m an old woman. You shouldn’t bully old women. You don’t have to live with my aches and pains.’ She grimaced and let out a shrill cry. ‘Oh, me back. Oh, the pain’s terrible, it’s shooting down me legs’ She leant back in the chair and closed her eyes, her face contorted with pain.

Josie leant over, full of concern. ‘Gran, I’ll get your pills. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.’

The old lady’s eyes opened. ‘I don’t want me pills, I want me dinner!’

Josie froze in frustration. She made to speak, then changed her mind. Sighing deeply, she rose and stood before the table. Oh, to come home to a warm house and a meal waiting for me. What bliss, she thought wearily. She picked up the bags and turned to her grandmother. ‘I’m rather tired, Gran. I thought I’d open a tin of soup.’

‘Tin a’ soup! I want a decent dinner. I ain’t ’aving no tin a’ soup. What you thinkin’ of, gel? An old body like mine wants feedin’ proper and I ain’t gonna settle for no tin a’ soup. I’ve had nothin’ all day.’

‘Gran, there’s plenty of food in the larder, you could easily have helped yerself.’

‘Could I!’ Lily snapped. ‘I’ve had a bad attack of rheumatics today I’ve bin crippled up. But no one was caring about that, was they?’ She struggled up and shuffled over to the back door, grabbing her coat.

‘Where a’ yer going?’ Josie asked.

‘For a stout, and I’ve a couple of people to see. I’ll be back for me dinner later.’

‘But it’s snowing, Gran. You can’t go out in this. You’d fall all yer length. Besides, you said you weren’t well.’

‘Well, maybe I ain’t. The doctor sez stout’s good for me, full a’ iron. Which is more than I can say for a bloody tin a’ soup!’

Grabbing her walking stick, Lily hobbled out of the door, leaving Josie staring after her.

She sank down on the chair by the table, rummaged through one of the brown carrier bags and pulled out a packet of ginger nuts and a jam swiss roll. Biting a piece off a biscuit, she gazed around. It was a large room and, with a fresh coat of paint and new wallpaper, could have been made quite cosy. The parlour at the front of the house was never used now; its main use was when visitors called, but they had dwindled drastically over the last few years and now the room was only opened once a month for a quick dust and sweep. Josie couldn’t remember the last time the house had been decorated. With no man on hand to do it, her grandmother had quashed the idea of employing someone. ‘I can’t afford that, I ain’t made a’ money,’ she had moaned. So the house had been left, year after year, to deteriorate slowly, and the once highly varnished doors and cream-painted walls were now peeling and dingy from age and lack of care.

The furniture was old but comfortable. The worn moquette suite and the old oak corkscrew-legged wind-out table and matching chairs had been bought by her grandfather from a second hand dealer many years before as had the odd assortment of other pieces dotted around  the edges of the room. The extension panel of the table had been lost; rumour had it that it went on the fire many years before when money had been tight.

Josie’s eyes alighted on the television set that sat to the left of the tiled fireplace and she smiled as she remembered how she had badgered her grandmother to buy one. ‘What d’yer want one of those things for? We never had things like that in my day,’ she had grumbled. In the end Josie had given up and saved from her own small wages for a second hand set purchased from a dusty radio and television shop on the Hinckley Road. From the moment it arrived her grandmother became hooked and would argue ferociously over the programmes; she had her favourites and was going to watch them regardless of what anyone else wanted.

To Josie this magical wooden box with its tubes and valves was a lifeline. It enabled her to see a world alien to her. She would sit for hours gazing at the flickering black and white screen, losing herself in the serials and films that unfolded before her.

Josie’s room was at the back of the house and was the smallest of the three bedrooms. She had covered her faded pink rose-patterned wallpaper with pictures of her favourite pop stars and would fall asleep at night gazing into their unblinking eyes. Her dreams were always the same. She had somehow been transformed into a Twiggy or Jean Shrimpton lookalike, and one day she would be spotted and rescued from her dull life, to be whisked off to a life of glamour and excitement.

But dreams were not reality and Josie was no fool. She knew it would take more than a miracle for her to look  like Twiggy. And as for men – well, Josie had never had a wolf whistle let alone a proper date, and at nineteen, going on twenty, wondered if she ever would.

She rose and stood before the oval mirror that hung over the fireplace to study her reflection – something she rarely did. She was a big girl admittedly, but surely not as enormous as people made her out to be? She was at the most only a couple of stone overweight and with the right help could make much more of herself. A few years ago, people of her size were fashionable, but not now that fashion dictated you must be as thin as a rake. Fashionable clothes for people of her size were hard, if not impossible, to come by, and to get on in this era and be accepted you had to have ‘the look’. So how did you make yourself attractive when all you had to choose from were the frumpy designs the shops stocked in larger sizes?

The loose-fitting dresses and elasticated-waist skirts she had painstakingly run up on the old treadle sewing machine did little to hide her ample frame. Josie was no dressmaker. If ever she was to make her fortune, that was one area she could forget.

She scrutinised her face. She wasn’t ugly. Far from it in fact. Her oval-shaped face had creamy-olive skin and large brown eyes fringed around with thick dark brown lashes, and with a little more attention than she gave it, would be the envy of any woman. Her long thick brown hair, put into the hands of the right hairdresser, could be her crowning glory. But what was the point? Her body was the problem, and until she could get that into shape the rest of her hardly counted. Josie didn’t know how, and had no one interested enough in her to ask.

She returned to the table again and sat down. Good old Josie. That was what she was known as, and unbeknown to everyone she hated it. She wasn’t good old Josie, she did mind being put upon, used and treated like a door mat. She was a woman with feelings and a brain, one who wanted to escape and better herself. But what did she do about it? And if she did find the answer, what would happen to her grandmother?

One day, maybe one day, she thought longingly, something will happen to change all this. She gazed down at the empty biscuit and swiss roll wrappers and grimaced. Whilst she had been sitting thinking, she had unwittingly demolished the lot.

She stood up, picked up the bags and headed for the kitchen.

The stone stink was still full of the breakfast dishes and the plates and cutlery her grandmother had used for the lunch she said she hadn’t had. As Josie turned on the tap, she heard the front door slam shut. Seconds later Marilyn put her head round the kitchen door.

‘Hi. Where’s Gran?’

Josie turned her head abruptly and looked hard at her cousin. Marilyn was a year older than Josie, and to look at the pair were exact opposites. Framed in the doorway stood her ideal: a Twiggy lookalike, with her short black skirt and white frilly blouse, legs that went up to her armpits and natural blonde hair that cascaded down to her shoulders. Marilyn never had any trouble saying no. If she didn’t want to do something, she didn’t and that was that.

Marilyn flicked back her hair and addressed Josie again.

‘You all right?’ she asked casually. Without waiting for an answer she turned, walked back into the room and tossed her white and grey fun fur coat over the back of a chair. She flung herself down in the armchair her grandmother had not long vacated and started to peel off her shiny black plastic boots.

‘You’ve got a nerve, coming round here tonight. Because you swanned off early, I didn’t get home ’til gone seven,’ Josie complained as she picked up the tea towel, dried her hands and followed Marilyn through. She sat down in the chair opposite and frowned. ‘Anyway, how did you get here? The buses ain’t running.’

‘I walked.’

‘Walked?’ Josie scoffed. ‘Surprising what lengths you’ll go to when you’re pushed, Marilyn Rawlings. You wouldn’t have walked if you’d have been going to work.’

‘Don’t be sarky,’ Marilyn said crossly. ‘I just hope this bloody snow stops soon or my friend won’t manage to pick me up and I’ll be stranded here.’

‘What friend?’

‘Just a friend. Anyway, where’s Gran?’

‘She’s gone down the pub for a stout. So there’s no chance of getting yer wages if that’s what you’ve come for.’

‘There’d better be! I’ve booked to have me hair done tomorrow afternoon.’ She patted her blonde tresses. ‘I’m gonna have it cut like Cilla Black’s. What d’you think?’

‘Marilyn! Not tomorrow. Saturday’s our busiest day. Couldn’t you change your appointment for Monday or something?’

‘No, I couldn’t. I fancy a change of hair do and I want  it done as soon as possible. Anyway, you can cope, you always do.’

‘It’s a matter of having to, ain’t it, Marilyn?’

She smiled sweetly. ‘Look, don’t let’s fight, Josie. I’ve come to ask a favour.’

‘Favour! What kinda favour?’

She took a deep breath. ‘I need to borrow some money.’

‘Some money. What for?’

‘I can’t tell yer. But I need a lot.’

‘How much is a lot?’ Josie frowned. ‘Marilyn, a’ you in some sort a’ trouble?’

‘No, I ain’t,’ she snapped. ‘I just need some money, and quick.’

Josie scratched the back of her neck. ‘Well, I’ve got twenty quid saved. Yer can borrow that, but I want it back.’

‘That’s not enough.’

‘Ain’t it? Oh.’ Josie shrugged her shoulders. ‘Well, I can’t help yer then.’

‘Yes, yer can.’ Marilyn lowered her head and looked at her cousin through her lashes. ‘Gran’s got loads stashed under her bed.’

Josie blew out her cheeks and stared at Marilyn in astonishment. ‘That’s Gran’s money, yer can’t have that.’

‘Why not? She must have thousands, and she’d never know.’

‘’Course she would, yer daft bugger, she counts it every night. Anyway, she ain’t got thousands and you know it. The stall don’t bring in that much and betime we pay everything out, there ain’t that much left for saving.’

Marilyn jumped out of the chair. ‘Don’t you believe it,  Josie. She’s got loads, I tell yer, and she wouldn’t miss what I need.’

‘Well, if yer that sure, why don’t you ask her yourself?’

‘’Cos she won’t give it to me. Gran’s a tight old skinflint and you know it. She could spend some of the money doing this house up. Instead you live in a freezing hovel just ’cos she’s too mean to spend anything.’ Marilyn wrung her hands together. ‘Look, Josie, I wouldn’t ask if I weren’t desperate, and I don’t know anyone else with that kinda money that’d help.’

‘You are in trouble, ain’t yer, our Marilyn? What yer done? What’s happened?’ Josie cried as she stood up to face her cousin. ‘Yer not pregnant or anything, are yer?’

‘No,’ Marilyn snapped. ‘I told yer, I ain’t in trouble. I just need the money. Now are yer gonna help me or not?’

‘No,’ Josie said with conviction. ‘I’m not stealing from Gran for another of your hare-brained schemes. You’re asking too much of me this time. Whatever she’s managed to put by over the years is her business and we ain’t got no right to take it. If yer want it that bad, you’ll have to ask her yourself, ’cos I don’t want no part of it.’

‘Okay, Josie, you’ve made yer point. I’ll get it some other way.’

‘How?’

‘That’s none of your business.’

‘Suit yourself,’ Josie said nonchalantly. She eyed Marilyn thoughtfully. Just what was her cousin up to? Marilyn had always had a selfish streak and would tell any amount of lies to get what she wanted. So what lie, if any, was she telling now?

Marilyn was the product of an ill-matched alliance  between Stanley Rawlings and Hilda Godley, whose marriage had caused bewilderment throughout the community. Why had such a handsome man married such a timid plain creature? the residents had asked for months afterwards. He could have had the pick of any of the good-looking women for miles around. But more to the point, just before his marriage, why had Stanley so abruptly left the family business? That was the question that niggled them the most and to this day it remained a mystery. No one had been able to find out what had happened to cause such an irretrievable rift. Not even his sister Maisie’s tearful pleas. Only Lily knew the full truth and she was staying tight lipped. Their only contact, if it could be called that, was the fact that every Friday night Lily would place several five-pound notes inside an envelope and despatch it to her estranged son. That practice had continued ever since the rift.

Stanley had lived and worked alongside his mother and sister, delivering fruit and vegetables around the surrounding housing estates, until one day his mother had arrived home unexpectedly early and an almighty row had erupted between them. He had hurriedly departed with all his belongings and had never been seen near the vicinity again.

Shortly after that he married Hilda in the dismal Register Office on Pocklingtons Walk, with none of his family present, and moved into a small semi-detached house on Braunstone Lane. To an onlooker the marriage would have appeared happy, but from the moment of Marilyn’s conception, and much to the dismay and confusion of his wife, Stanley showed not the slightest interest in their  existence. He moved into the spare room and stayed there with no reason or explanation, seeming perfectly content with the situation.

Hilda, resigned to rejection and unwilling to divorce her husband because of the stigma, poured all her love on to her daughter, going without things for herself in order to try to make up for her husband’s bewildering behaviour. The result was a spoiled, selfish child who would throw a tantrum and wail and scream until she got her own way.

On Marilyn’s fifteenth birthday, Stanley, much to Hilda’s dismay, suddenly acknowledged his daughter’s existence and tried to become the heavy-handed father. Marilyn’s carefree life was challenged as he strove belatedly to protect her from the harsh realities she already knew about. Marilyn found this hard to accept and spent her time plotting ways to do what she wanted without his knowledge, often using Josie as a scapegoat. She’d lost count of the times she had suffered her uncle’s wrath as he stormed down to confront her on the market stall, blaming her for something his daughter had done.

Marilyn had always been a rebellious child, getting into all sorts of scrapes at school, like playing truant to listen to pop music round at a friend’s house or the time she had got hold of a pile of glossy photographs of Adam Faith, forged his signature and sold them to unsuspecting school girls as the genuine article. And there was more, much more that Josie could remember. So what had she done now? It must be bad for her to be so desperate for so much money.

Josie struggled with her conscience. The few pounds she  had saved were towards having an indoor toilet fitted for her grandmother. The old lady risked life and limb every time she ventured over the broken paving slabs in the yard, not to mention the possibility of catching pneumonia from the icy wind that whipped through the rotting wooden door and gaps in the ancient brickwork. That money had taken ages to save and she was still far short of her target. But, she supposed, lending what she had to Marilyn wouldn’t hinder her plans, not in the short term.

Marilyn was her cousin, she was her family, and it was her duty to help the girl. Besides, she thought ruefully, if she didn’t give over the money freely, she knew Marilyn would quickly wheedle it out of her now she knew about it. She should have kept her mouth shut. But it was too late.

She raised her eyes. ‘Look, Marilyn. You can have that twenty quid if it’ll help, and I can give yer another two out of this week’s wages. But I’ll give it yer on two conditions.’

‘Oh, what’s them, then?’

‘That you pay me back as soon as you can, and that you start to pull yer weight on the stall. ’Cos I’m fed up, Marilyn. Fed up with covering for yer and doing all the work by meself. That stall’s bad enough to run with two . . .’

‘Okay, okay. I promise yer’ll have the money back in a couple of weeks. Now stop going on, Josie, yer sound like me dad. Always nagging.’

Josie eyed her suspiciously before she went to collect the hard-earned coins from her piggy bank. She slid them into a big brown envelope and hesitantly handed them over.

Marilyn stared disdainfully at the envelope. ‘Ain’t yer  got n’ote smaller, Josie? I can’t very well lug that lot about with me.’

Her hackles rose. ‘Take it or leave it, Marilyn, and don’t be so bloody ungrateful.’

Marilyn tutted loudly. ‘Okay, no need to be so touchy. I said I’ll pay yer back. Now, a’ you got summat to eat? I’m starving.’

‘I ain’t started the dinner yet.’

‘A biscuit or piece a’ cake’ll do.’

‘Er . . . I forgot to get some. Why are yer hungry anyway? Didn’t you have dinner at yer own house?’

‘I ain’t bin home. I told Mam this morning I was coming round here straight from work and wouldn’t be home ’til late. Said we were having a girls’ night.’

‘Oh! Are we?’ Josie asked hopefully.

‘No, I’m going out. That was just an excuse to save me getting the third degree. I’ve got me stuff in the passage to change into. You don’t mind, do yer?’ Marilyn said, pulling a chair out from the table and sitting down.

Josie sighed. ‘Would it make any difference if I did?’

Marilyn smiled.

‘What time’s Stephen picking you up?’

‘Who said anything about Stephen?’

‘Oh, sorry. I just automatically thought you were seeing him,’ Josie said, joining her cousin at the table.

‘So does he. It’s about time Stephen Kingsman realised I’ve got other friends. He ain’t got the monopoly on me,’ said Marilyn haughtily.

Josie inhaled sharply. ‘You and Stephen have been seeing each other on and off for years. That bloke loves you.’

‘That’s his hard luck. And I prefer it meself when it’s off.’

Josie scowled fiercely at the callous way in which her cousin spoke and turned her head to stare into the fire, worried that she might betray her own feelings. She couldn’t recollect a time when she hadn’t been in love with Stephen; even the mention of his name sent shivers down her spine. Right from their introduction as toddlers she could remember feeling a warm glow of pleasure when in his company, and that pleasure had grown to love as the years had gone by. Unrequited love, but love nevertheless in Josie’s eyes.

A picture of him rose to mind. She saw him with his hands thrust deep inside his pockets, long legs astride, his laughing pale blue eyes sparkling with life. His well-shaped head was topped by a mass of long thick fair hair, which as fashion dictated waved naturally down to rest past his collar. He was tall, well over six foot, and very handsome, very intelligent, and very much in love with Marilyn. And there was nothing Josie could do about it.

Stephen’s father owned the cafe that supplied the market traders with their mounds of food and endless mugs of tea and coffee. Stephen, having successfully studied for a catering degree, had big ideas for his own future, and as far as Josie was aware, these plans included marriage to Marilyn. it hurt her dreadfully to see the way her cousin treated him. If only his feelings could miraculously be transferred to her! That was a laugh. Stephen had only ever looked at her as a friend, and that was probably only because she was Marilyn’s cousin.

She turned her gaze back to Marilyn, folded her arms  and leant on the table. ‘You should tell Stephen how yer feel, put him out of his misery before it’s too late.’

Marilyn laughed. ‘Not just yet. I might need him. ’Sides, he’s good for a giggle when I’m at a loose end.’

Josie gawped. ‘That’s wicked, Marilyn. ’Specially when you know fine well how the bloke feels about yer. What’s wrong with him anyway? He’s got everything someone like you could wish for.’

‘Don’t make me laugh, Josie! If you think I’m gonna marry Stephen and spend the rest of me life serving greasy chips to fat, loud-mouthed market folk, you’re not on. I want something better for myself.’

‘Oh, such as?’

‘Well . . . I might just have a few irons in the fire,’ she said slowly.

A frown appeared on Josie’s face. ‘You stuck-up bitch, our Marilyn! That family make a damned good living outta that cafe, and those so-called loud-mouthed market folk . . . well, I hate to remind you of this, but that’s us. We belong to that lot.’

Marilyn stood up and walked over to the fire. ‘You might, Josie, but I don’t. I hate the market and always have done. I only work on the stall ’cos I dread the thought of an office or a factory. And anyway,’ she said sulkily, ‘me dad insisted.’

‘Yeah, well, if you had gone in an office, you wouldn’t be able to keep nipping off, would yer? You’d soon have been sacked.’

Marilyn sniffed loudly.

‘You live in a dream world, Marilyn,’ Josie continued. ‘It’s about time you came back down to earth and realised  that this is reality. Getting up in a morning and doing a good day’s graft. If you pulled yer weight we could expand the stall and start making some real money. And if you’d got any sense, you’d grab Stephen, ’cos he’s the best offer you’re gonna get. He’s got lots of ideas, Marilyn. He’s gonna make something of himself . . .’

‘Oh, is he?’ she cried. ‘Well, if he’s that much of a catch, why don’t you make a play for him?’ She narrowed her eyes spitefully. ‘I know you fancy him. You’d make a good pair, you two. Him cooking the chips and you eating ’em!’

‘There’s no need to be nasty, Marilyn. That was uncalled for.’

She took a breath. ‘Yeah, I’m sorry. But you’re one to talk about me having me head in the clouds! You’re the one that spends all the time watching the telly and reading those stupid romance books. They give you ideas, Josie. They fill your head with things that will never happen. Well, not for you anyway.’ Her eyes suddenly darted to the clock. ‘Oh, bugger, is that the time? I’d better hurry. We’re going to a new club that’s opened near the Palais. S’posed to be really good. All the “in” crowd goes there.’ She smiled warmly at Josie. ‘Get us something to eat, there’s a love. A tin a’ soup’ll do.’ She noticed Josie’s smile. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘Nothing, just something Gran said. You go and get ready. I’ll do the soup for yer.’

‘Good on yer, Josie. I won’t be a tick.’

Josie watched as Marilyn glided out of the room. She made her way to the kitchen, peeled some potatoes for her grandmother’s dinner and threw the peelings on the back of the fire. She watched for a moment as it spluttered  and hissed. Then she went back to the kitchen, put the potatoes and the soup on the old gas cooker, threw several sausages under the grill and finished washing the dishes.

Twenty minutes later, Josie placed the bowl of soup and plate of bread on the table just as Marilyn came through the door, dressed in a tight, short red skirt, matching tights and halterneck white top, her blonde hair brushed and cascading over her shoulders. She plonked a vanity case holding her vast assortment of makeup on the table, and sat down.

‘Oh, great,’ she said in appreciation. ‘I need this. It’s freezing up those stairs.’

Josie laughed as she sat down. ‘You should have lit my fire.’

‘I did. But the heat it throws out wouldn’t cook a slice of toast in a month of Sundays.’ Her eyes darted to the clock on the mantel. ‘I’d better hurry. My date’ll be here soon and he ain’t the kinda bloke to be kept waiting. That reminds me . . .’ She eyed Josie warily. ‘If Stephen does call, tell him you ain’t seen me.’

‘Marilyn . . .’

‘Please, Josie?’

‘Okay,’ she said reluctantly. ‘But this is the last time.’

Marilyn raised her head and sniffed deeply. ‘I smell burning.’

‘Oh, God. The spuds.’ Josie jumped up and raced through to the kitchen. She yanked the saucepan off the stove and threw it into the sink. ‘Blast!’ she groaned loudly as she looked at the blackened mess. ‘Oh, sod it. I’ll go to the chippy. If Gran don’t like it, that’s tough.’




Chapter Two

‘Oh, no,’ Josie groaned as she closed the book and stared at the cover in dismay. Someone had ripped the last couple of pages out. Now she would never know what happened to Angelique. Would the beautiful, courageous woman stay and marry the rich, besotted Sultan or go off on another adventure? That was a question that would remain unanswered and she wouldn’t be able to sleep for wondering.

She yawned loudly and glanced at the clock. It was just gone ten-thirty and time for her to go to bed. She had an early start in the morning, and if Marilyn was going to play truant again whilst she had her hair done, most of the work, as usual, would fall upon Josie.

After Marilyn had departed for the discotheque with her mysterious escort, Lily had returned and grumbled vigorously at the lack of a meal, but had smacked her lips in pleasure after Josie had trudged down the street and fetched them both a portion of cod and chips. Full of food and stout she had retired to bed, leaving Josie free for once to watch her programmes on the television without exasperating interruptions. Tonight’s offering had been  Ready, Steady, Go, Double Your Money and Bonanza, after which she had settled down to finish her novel. After her disastrous day, her pleasant evening had abruptly ended with the missing pages. She would now have to scour the bookshops for another copy and hope nobody noticed whilst she stood and read the ending. She would have to find out what happened to the heroine. She wouldn’t rest peacefully until she did.

She rose from the comfort of her armchair and made her way over to the window which overlooked the small back yard. The light escaping through the sash window cast deep eerie shadows. The snow had stopped and thankfully was thawing; the guttering on the coal shed had broken and a steady stream of water gushed down, causing a huge puddle outside the back toilet. If the temperature plummeted further again during the night, the yard would be like a skating rink come morning. She would have to remember to sprinkle plenty of salt over the area before her grandmother got up or the old lady could do herself serious damage, especially if she ventured out in her holey slippers as she usually did.

Her thoughts turned to Marilyn. Just what did she need all that money for? Knowing her cousin as she did, she felt sure it wouldn’t be for anything legitimate.

She sighed loudly, let the heavy floral curtain fall back into place and walked towards the fireplace, her eyes alighting on a photograph of her mother on the mantelpiece. She smiled and picked it up, gazing fondly at the black and white photograph, her mother’s laughing eyes staring back into hers.

‘Okay, Mam,’ she said aloud. ‘What d’you think our Marilyn’s up to this time, eh?’

Still holding the photograph, she sat down again. An image of her mother rose before her. She was standing at the table kneading pastry for one of her delicious meat pies. Her shapely body was clothed in a pretty candy-striped cotton shirtwaister, her natural blonde hair expertly styled by a Twink Home Perm. Josie leaned back and rested her head on the back of the chair. Her mother had been beautiful, full of vigour and energy, and had been admired and respected by everyone who knew her. When Maisie Rawlings had walked into a room, the atmosphere livened. She had possessed a quick tongue, a wicked sense of humour, and strong loyalty to her family and friends.

Her father’s death had brutally ended her dreams of one day owning a fashion shop. She had worked long and hard, putting her flair for fashion to good use by raising herself from store room run-about to first assistant in the ladies’ department of Lewis’s Department Store, learning all she could on the way. But her father’s ill health, followed by his death and her mother’s estrangement from her brother, meant there was no one to help run the family fruit and vegetable stall. Reluctantly, she shelved her dreams and joined her mother, standing in all weathers on the market stall, battling against the other traders for business. Her good-humoured nature stopped her from dwelling on what might have been and she threw herself whole-heartedly into her work.

At twenty-four years old, Maisie fell pregnant. Lily had been beside herself. Her daughter should have known better than to commit such a crime, and to cover her embarrassment and hurt Lily spent many hours shouting  at her either to marry the father or go away for a while, give birth and have the baby adopted. But Maisie had stood firm. She could not marry Frank Mitchell when she didn’t love him. It was too much of a sacrifice to make for the sake of giving her child a name. She was not ashamed of her condition. She was proud and wanted the baby desperately. She would raise the child herself, give it all the love and care it needed, and woe betide anyone who tried to make her do otherwise.

Lily had had to relent or lose her beloved daughter. To her great surprise friends and neighbours rallied round and wished Maisie luck. Knitted garments, gifts and offers of baby-minders had flooded in, and eventually Lily had to admit that it was all due to her daughter’s popularity. When Josephine Lillian Rawlings had screamed her way into the world Lily had proudly welcomed the visitors into her home to view her new grandchild.

Josie, as she was soon to be called, grew into a pretty, dark-haired child, cocooned and surrounded by the love of her mother. They went everywhere together. If Maisie was baking, Josie had a little bowl with her own mixture at the side; on the stall, Josie sat in her pushchair and delighted the customers with her baby chatter; when Maisie was persuaded to go on a date, either her daughter went too or no date.

Josie’s first day at school had seen Maisie with tears in her eyes as she had stood at the gates of the Ingle Street School with the rest of the mothers. She watched her beloved daughter, dressed smartly in her new gaberdine coat and grey school pinafore, her satchel filled with pens, crayons and writing books strapped firmly to her back, as  she stood hesitantly, surrounded by all the other little girls and boys, waiting for the bell to sound and herald the start of their school life. Maisie had felt proud. Her daughter might have no father but she was the best presented of all of them. She had stood by the gates long after the other women had departed. Her little girl was growing up and Maisie’s pride was suddenly tinged with sadness.

That night, for the first time, five-and-a-half-year-old Josie questioned the absence of her father.

‘Everyone else has a dad. Why ain’t I?’ she asked in bewilderment, her little face puckered. ‘Mary Pratt, in the older gels’ class, says I’m a little bastard. What’s a little bastard, Mam?’

Maisie’s breath left her body and she gasped for air, dropping the plate of corned beef and tomato sandwiches she had made in readiness for her daughter’s return. She had never intended that Josie would not know of her origins, but had wanted to tell her when she felt her daughter was ready to understand. How did you explain to a child of such tender years that she hadn’t a father simply because her mother had chosen it that way? That she had been attracted to the man but not enough to wake up every morning next to him and spend her days catering to his every need just because of one mistake. The pregnancy had come as a dreadful shock at first but after a short while had become most welcome. This baby had come about through no fault of its own and Maisie had vowed to make sure it never suffered.

Ignoring the mess, she went over to her daughter, hugged her fiercely then placed her gently on her knee. Carefully, she told the young child of her beginnings.

On finishing, Maisie raised her head proudly. ‘You ignore her, my darling. You’re not a bastard,’ she said harshly. ‘You’re a love child – my love child. I cared for your father very much, but not enough to marry and spend the rest of me life with him. I chose to look after you meself and I don’t regret my decision for one minute. That Mary Pratt’s a silly little girl. If you want my opinion, her surname suits her perfectly.’

Josie stared at her mother in awe. ‘Was me father handsome, Mam?’ she asked, visualising the princes in the fairy stories her mother read to her every night.

Maisie smiled. ‘Oh, yes. The handsomest man you ever saw. You take after him. You have his dark colouring and his beautiful big brown eyes.’

She hugged her daughter tightly, remembering the night she had sent Frank Mitchell away. He had been hurt, bewildered, full of hope that their relationship would eventually become permanent despite the knowledge it would take a special kind of man to place a wedding ring on Maisie Rawlings’ finger. She never told him of her condition and the last she had heard he was happily married with three children and had emigrated to Australia. She had been relieved. That episode in her life was firmly over, but more importantly, the future held no surprises. Frank would never darken her door and she could tell Josie truthfully that she knew nothing of his whereabouts. But she would always think of him with affection. He had given her Josie and for that she would be forever grateful.

The years melted away and Josie grew into a delightful, inquisitive young girl. Maisie spared nothing to give her  everything she required to make her future secure. If she needed special books or money for a school excursion then it was readily given. Maisie worked long and hard on the stall and she expected and demanded ample remuneration. Her hopes for Josie were high, she wanted her daughter to achieve all that she had been denied, and Josie readily fed off her mother’s desires.

Just after Josie reached her fourteenth birthday, her mother died. A massive heart attack struck her one bitterly cold February morning as she made her way towards the market place to start work. The whole community went into mourning. How could a woman, so alive, so vibrant, die so suddenly, having lived only half her life? The shock had hit the small family badly. The bond and the driving force that had kept them together was gone.

Lily Rawlings aged drastically overnight and for several weeks took no interest in anything. Josie quickly agreed that if they were to survive, then she would temporarily have to give up her schooling and take over the stall. It didn’t take her long to realise that her grandmother had no intention of returning. Her days on the stall were over as far as Lily was concerned. Gradually the household returned to normal, but instead of Maisie, it was Josie who kept things running. As was expected of her, she had taken the place of her mother, running the stall, the house, and taking care of her grandmother.

Josie’s distress ran deep. She performed her tasks in an endless daze, her dreams of university and a career gone forever. But that was nothing compared to the loss of her mother. In her grief she turned to food. Eating gave her comfort. For a few blissful minutes she could concentrate  on preparing enormous meals, and would hide her expanding body under thick knitted jumpers and shapeless skirts.

Eventually she learned to live with her grief and resign herself to her new life. To her pleasure, she found she grew to love her job. The market became her haven. Most of the market traders had known her since she had been born and welcomed the fact that the Rawlings stall would continue as it had done for generations before. The constant banter from her comrades and customers alike amused and delighted her, and before many weeks had passed Josie knew where her future lay.

Just after her mother’s death, her uncle had come down to the market and demanded his daughter take her rightful place by Josie’s side. On tackling her grandmother, to Josie’s dismay the old lady had shrugged her shoulders and agreed. Until this time, Josie had had little to do with her uncle or his family. As a child she had overheard the arguments between her mother and grandmother. Her childish mind not grasping the situation she had come to her own conclusions. She did not care much for Stanley. Whatever he had done had caused his mother and sister so much pain. Having his wilful daughter unexpectedly thrust upon them did not please Josie in the least, but her uncle’s threats and her grandmother’s seeming indifference forced her to comply.

Thus was the pattern of Josie’s life decided. The care and protection of the grandmother and the stall. The escapism she found in her books and in television. And as time passed, a reluctant affection for Marilyn despite her behaviour and Josie’s endless worrying over her  escapades. She had few expectations of a romance of her own but contented herself with finding pleasure in her day to day business and the achievements of others.

She hugged her mother’s photograph to her chest before putting it back on the mantelpiece. Oh, Mam, she thought sadly, I wish you were still here. I do miss you. She took a deep breath, bent down and picked up the poker ready to rake the fire down for the night. She jumped as she heard the loud hammering on the front door, and frowned deeply. Who on earth could it be at this time of night? Still carrying the poker, she made her way down the long dark passage towards the door and hesitantly opened it. Her face lit up in pleasure.

‘Stephen!’ she exclaimed.

The usually handsome young man was leaning precariously on the door frame, his face a picture of utter misery as he stared at her through a drunken haze. The navy woollen winter coat he wore was sopping wet; his thick fair hair, usually so well groomed, was tousled and covered in snow. In his hand he held a half-empty bottle of vodka. Josie’s heart sank to see him in such a sad state and she knew only too well the reason why. She became conscious of her own appearance. Her bright pink candlewick dressing gown and winceyette nightdress enhanced her bulk and self-consciously she tightened the belt, hoping it might pull her in a little.

Inhaling deeply, she raised her eyes to meet his.

‘She’s not here,’ she said slowly.

Stephen hiccuped loudly and leaned closer. ‘I know,’ he slurred. ‘I saw her in a car with some bloke, heading towards town.’ He raised the bottle to his lips and took a  drink. ‘I’ve come to see you. Thought you might like some company.’

Josie tightened her lips. ‘Some company you’ll be! You’re sozzled,’ she said sharply, but stood aside. ‘You’d better come in. We’ll freeze to death standing here. I’ll make some coffee.’

‘Don’t want coffee, Josie. This’ll do me fine,’ he said, taking another gulp.

‘I said, I’ll make some coffee, and you’ll do as you’re told and drink it.’ She raised the poker and waved it in the air. ‘If you go home in that state, your dad’ll kill yer.’

‘If you don’t first,’ Stephen laughed, seeing several pokers flash before his eyes.

Josie lowered her arm. Her shoulders sagged and she managed a smile. ‘Come on. At least have a warm by the fire.’

‘Ta, Josie.’

She stood with her back to the door and watched as he stumbled down the passage. She felt a warmth rise up in her at his presence, which was quickly dispelled. He was only here and in this state because of Marilyn. She entered the room to find him slumped in the armchair, his wet coat in a heap on the floor, his shoes discarded by the hearth. He held out the bottle, a silly grin on his face. ‘Have a drink with me, Josie?’

She shook her head as she picked up his coat, placed it on the back of a chair, rested the poker on the hearth and sat down in the chair opposite. ‘No, thanks. I ain’t never had vodka. I don’t think I’d like it.’

‘Oh, come on. You don’t know ’til you try it. It’s good for making you forget. Come on, take a swig.’

Josie relented and took hold of the bottle. Why not? she thought. Might be the only drink I’ll ever get offered from a good-looking man. She took a large mouthful and spluttered as the clear harmless-looking liquid hit the back of her throat.

‘Jesus Christ!’ she choked as she handed back the bottle.

Stephen took another gulp. ‘Who’s the bloke, Josie?’

She slipped off her chair and knelt before the fire.

‘Oh, nobody important. Just someone who was giving her a lift.’ She said hesitantly, ‘She’s . . . er . . . gone dancing. It’s one of her friends’ birthday.’

‘Dancing! She hasn’t gone dancing, Josie, I’m not that stupid. Why do you cover up for her? I know she’s with another fella. Why can’t she just tell me, that’s what I want to know? Why does she keep me hanging on?’

Josie shrugged her shoulders. ‘She doesn’t mean it, Stephen. I’m sure she loves you. It’s just she can’t stick to one man at the moment. She likes to have fun.’

‘Fun! Marilyn wouldn’t know the meaning of the word unless it involved spending lots of money. Anyway, what’s this new bloke got that I haven’t?’

Josie bit her bottom lip and raised her eyes. ‘I don’t know, Stephen, I haven’t met him,’ she said softly. ‘Anyway, as far as I know she’s only gone out with him tonight. She must have thought you were busy or something.’

‘Busy or not, if she cared about me, she wouldn’t be with another man. Well, this is it, Josie. I’ve finished with her.’

She sadly shook her head. ‘You’ll feel differently in the morning.’

‘I won’t.’

‘I bet you will. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened between you both, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.’

‘It is this time, Josie. At one time I’d have done anything for her. But not now. As far as I’m concerned, it’s finished.’ He flopped back and stared up at the ceiling. The room fell into silence.

‘I should fall in love with someone like you, Josie,’ he said unexpectedly, his voice low and husky. ‘You wouldn’t lead me a merry dance, would you?’ He leaned forward and stared at her fondly. He hiccupped loudly and his elbow slipped. Josie automatically reached out to stop him falling out of the chair. He stared at her for a moment, then leaned over and ran his hand down the side of her face. ‘Good old Josie. You’ll make someone a lovely wife.’ His handsome face creased into a drunken grin. ‘How about it? Shall we get married, eh?’

Josie gawped as she stared at him. It was the drink that had spoken, not him. Once he’d sobered up everything would be back to normal. He would still be in love with Marilyn and she would be treating him like dirt. Josie turned her head abruptly towards the fire and stared into the dying embers. If only he could fall in love with her, she’d be the happiest woman alive. The silence was broken by a loud thud. She raised her eyes to the ceiling.

‘Oh, God.’ she groaned. ‘We’ve woken Gran.’ She stood up. ‘I’d better go and see to her. I won’t be a moment.’

Stephen watched her blurred outline disappear through the door and slumped further down into the chair as he took several more sips from the bottle. His head swam  and he fought to keep his eyes in focus. Deep down he knew that drinking himself senseless would solve nothing; all it would do was give him a raging hangover in the morning.

His gaze fixed upon the red embers in the grate and he asked himself a question. What was he trying to solve? He tried to sieve through his muddled thoughts. If he was honest with himself, and getting blind drunk was as good a time as any to be honest with oneself, it was rather a relief that someone had taken Marilyn off his hands. Theirs was a relationship that had gone on for far too long. It had become a habit on both sides. He just pitied the poor bloke who was now lumbered with her and wondered whether he should warn him. But what the heck. Let him go through the traumas of not knowing from one day to the next where he stood. He slouched further down into the chair and half closed his eyes.

Suddenly he realised that it was his pride that was hurting, nothing else, and a tremendous weight lifted from his shoulders. He knew then that it was not any romantic feeling for Marilyn that was making him so miserable, it was only the fact that she was using him for her own ends; and if getting drunk had made him acknowledge these home truths, then the aftermath he must face in the morning would be well worth it.

Yes, Marilyn had been something pretty to hang on his arm and they had had some good times together. But the rest of the time had been spent wondering what the hell she was up to as she had failed yet again to appear, and when she finally did, she never volunteered any explanation.

Granted, she had been entertaining – depending, of course, what kind of mood she had happened to be in; she was a good dancer, and she was a good . . . His mind blanked. A good what? She certainly didn’t have much conversation – not like Josie.
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