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About the Book

When Rhonda Fleming runs away from home the last place she expects to end up is at a Jolly’s holiday camp in Mablethorpe.

Thrown in at the deep end, Rhonnie discovers there’s never a dull moment at Jolly’s – particularly with gorgeous staff like Dan around.  From the beauty contest by the pool to jiving in the Paradise dance hall and from the rollercoaster at the fair to donkey rides on the beach, the holidaymakers are guaranteed to have the time of their lives. It’s not all fun and frolics on the camp, though, and Rhonnie finds herself dealing with situations she would never have imagined. But nothing can prepare her for what lies ahead when the boss’s son surfaces to claim what he believes is his . . .




To all the thousands of men and women who have worked tirelessly for long hours and little financial reward in holiday camps throughout the British Isles. Their efforts have enabled hard-working families to escape their normal, drudge-like existences for a short while in order to have  a holiday of a lifetime. On their behalf, I thank you.


CHAPTER ONE

The brute force behind the unexpected slap across her face sent Rhonda Fleming reeling backwards, to land heavily against the wall several feet behind her. Before she could gather her wits a harsh voice was bellowing at her, ‘Now you listen here, you bitch. I don’t care how old or ugly yer are, while yer under my roof you’ll do as I tell yer.’

Rubbing her throbbing cheek, where Rhonnie knew she was going to be left with an extremely colourful bruise, she looked directly into the malicious eyes of her attacker, whose face was now close to her own, and answered defiantly, ‘I’ll remind you that this is my father’s house.’

Mavis Fleming issued a sardonic laugh as she gave Rhonnie a hefty jab in her shoulder. ‘And I’ll remind you, lady, that I’m married to yer dad so that makes what’s his mine. When he ain’t here, it’s my rules we live by – and don’t you forget that.’

Rhonnie’s temper flared. ‘And my father’s not here because he’s away risking life and limb driving lorries up and down the country, to keep this roof over your and your daughter’s heads as well as funding your endless nights out.’

There was a wicked glint in Mavis’s eyes when she shot back, ‘For your information, you self-righteous cow, Artie knows I go out now and again for a bit of enjoyment while he’s away.’

‘Now and again! Staying in now and again is more like it.’ Before Rhonnie could stop herself she blurted out, ‘And don’t think I don’t know you’re fraternising with other men behind my dad’s back.’ Fraternising was putting it mildly. Several neighbours had awkwardly confided in Rhonnie that they had seen Mavis with several different men in compromising situations, in places they had thought were secluded, and the only reason they weren’t telling her father, the same reason as she herself hadn’t, was from respect for him and his feelings. In Rhonnie’s case, there was the added fear that he could lapse back into the depressed state he had fallen into when her mother had died, not just talk about ending his life but this time decide to do it. The worst thing was, though, that Mavis was well aware of this state of affairs so felt quite at liberty to carry on with her deceitful ways.

She looked suitably insulted by Rhonnie’s comment and barked defensively, ‘I like other men’s company. There’s n’ote wrong with having a laugh or two with a member of the opposite sex. Just ’cos I’m married and my husband works away it don’t mean ter say I have to live like a hermit. Now I don’t care what you’ve got planned for tonight, I’ve got plans . . . so like it or lump it, you’re babysitting Tracy.’ She gave a nasty smirk. ‘If you go out and leave her on her own and summat happens to her . . . well . . . it’ll be on your head, not to mention what yer father will think of his precious daughter, selfishly leaving her stepsister by herself while his caring wife has gone out to help a sick neighbour. ’Cos that’s what I’ll tell him, and I’ll make sure he’ll believe me over ’ote you tell him, yer can bank on that. I missed my calling, didn’t I? I should have been on the stage.’

It was apparent that as far as Mavis was concerned this conversation was over. Dressed only in a shabby underslip, bra and knickers, she spun on her tatty mule-styled slippers and stepped over to the old oak gate-legged table, which was cluttered with the remains of their evening meal plus the contents of her make-up bag and hair paraphernalia. The rest of the small two-bedroomed terrace house in a working-class area just off the town centre of Leicester was equally scruffy and untidy. She plonked herself down on a shabby dining chair.

With utter contempt in her eyes, Rhonnie watched her stepmother pick up a mascara case, spit on to the block, rub a small brush over it, then begin darkening her sparse lashes.

How Rhonnie regretted the day her father had met this brassy blonde-haired, hard-faced gold-digging woman. The fault for this state of affairs lay entirely with Rhonnie herself, though. Artie had still been grieving after the untimely death of his beloved wife six months before. He’d felt desperately lost and saw a lonely future ahead for himself, especially when Rhonnie left home eventually. It had been she who had encouraged him to go out that night for a pint at his local, in the hope that being amongst his friends and neighbours again would help lift his depressed mood.

Her parents had been such a devoted couple, and equally devoted to herself, their only child, giving her a happy and secure upbringing. Her mother’s sudden death from a blood clot travelling to her heart had totally shattered both Artie and Rhonnie. Dealing with her own grief was hard enough, but trying to shore up her father too was proving to be an impossible task for the girl – until he had utterly shocked her one evening by agreeing to pay a visit to the pub for an hour, if only to stop her nagging him. Unknown to Rhonnie, though, Artie secretly couldn’t face the memories the place held for him of times he had taken Muriel there for a night out with their friends, and nor could he face the displays of sympathy that would come his way from the regulars, so instead he had gone to a pub a few streets away.

Rhonnie hadn’t needed to be there at the time to know exactly what had happened to him that evening. A few types like Mavis lived in the streets roundabout and Rhonnie had always felt sorry for the naïve men they ensnared, never for a moment thinking her own precious father would be one of them. On the prowl for a meal ticket for herself and her daughter after her own husband had left her – according to Mavis for another woman, though Rhonnie suspected it was because he was fed up of being humiliated by her fornicating ways – her eager eyes had seen the potential in the new arrival. Artie, in his vulnerable state, hadn’t stood a chance. Before many weeks had passed, Mavis had used her wily ways to cajole him into marrying her, and from the moment she and her nine-year-old daughter moved into the house, Rhonnie’s home life had become a living hell.

Arthur Fleming was the gentle giant sort, and as long as the people he cared for were well and happy then so was he. His job took him away for several days at a time, sometimes over a week depending where his load needed to be dropped, then he’d be back at home for two days before his next trip commenced. When Artie was at home, Mavis would appear to be a proficient housewife and certainly the perfect bedmate, very affable towards Rhonnie and a devoted mother to her own daughter, Tracy, who in turn was very well mannered towards Artie, addressing him as ‘Daddy’ and constantly fawning over him. Consequently he believed all was well at home and considered himself a lucky man to have found love twice in his life when some men never found it once.

Nothing could have been further from the truth.

As soon as the back door shut after Artie departed for work, as quickly as a chameleon changes colour, the cloak of being a good wife dropped from Mavis and she became a person Artie would not have recognised: bone idle and foul-mouthed, sleeping with any man who would have her purely to quench her seemingly insatiable appetite for sex. Rhonnie knew without doubt that Mavis did not care in any way for her father bar liking the lifestyle he gave her, but she did care for her own daughter and would not consider going out at night unless she had someone to watch Tracy meantime. An old widow woman who lived a couple of streets away, who due to her profound deafness had not heard the gossip about Artie Fleming’s new wife, usually obliged as she was mortally glad of the few coppers Mavis slipped her. But she was bed-ridden at the moment with a bad cold, so as far as Mavis was concerned Rhonnie would do instead.

One hand still cradling her smarting cheek, Rhonnie cast a look over at Tracy, lolling with her legs over the arm of the chair Artie always sat in when he was home, engrossed in a Bunty comic, carelessly drinking dandelion and burdock, heedless she was dripping it on the chair where the sticky liquid mixed with crumbs from the slice of slab cake she had just wolfed down. She was a petite, pretty girl with a shock of dark hair worn in a ponytail. In front of her stepfather and all outsiders she could appear willing and sweet-natured, the kind of child any parent would be proud to have, but Rhonnie knew at first hand that Tracy had inherited her mother’s acting skills. Behind that façade she was a spiteful, manipulative minx.

Rhonnie surveyed the rest of the room. A feeling of deep distress overcame her at the sight of it. Her mother would be mortified if she could have seen how her beloved husband was being used and abused by his new wife and her daughter, not to mention deeply grieved by the way they treated the home Artie and she had so painstakingly saved for and had afterwards tended with great care. If it wasn’t for Rhonnie doing her best to clean and tidy up after the slovenly pair, she dreaded to think how disgusting the house would look in a very short space of time.

The mantel-clock struck. Rhonnie’s eyes darted towards the 1930s tiled fireplace. It was seven-thirty. Her heart lurched. She should be on her way by now to meet Ivan at eight outside British Home Stores in the town centre. Had in fact been about to leave when Mavis had dropped her bombshell. She was meant to be accompanying him to a lecture, she wasn’t sure where, but the topic was Victorian architecture, a subject that wasn’t of much interest to her but was very much so to Ivan. He worked as a quantity surveyor, and she was going along in order to show interest in his hobby. She felt so guilty, knowing Ivan would be standing waiting for her in vain, but she had no way of letting him know now. His parents were on the telephone. Had Mavis had the grace to spring this on Rhonnie earlier, then she could have run to the telephone box a couple of streets away to make her apologies, but it was too late now as he would already have left.

Her attention was caught by Mavis scraping back her chair and heading off towards the stairs accessed through a door at the back of the room, leaving behind the mess she had created on the table in the knowledge that Rhonnie would clear it up.

Immediately her mother was out of earshot, Tracy lifted her head from her comic, looked across at Rhonnie and said to her, ‘Give us five bob and then you can go and meet that soppy boyfriend of yours. I promise I won’t tell me mam.’

Rhonnie walked to the table where she collected together dirty plates and cutlery and shot Tracy a disparaging look before heading off into the kitchen with them. Her stepsister called after her, ‘Well, half a crown then.’


CHAPTER TWO

‘I’m so sorry to park myself on you at this time in the evening, Carol, but I just couldn’t face going back. I feel it’s not my home any more. I can’t even escape to the privacy of my own room as I have to share it with Tracy. I know she rummages through my stuff and she’s stolen money I thought I’d hidden away safely from her thieving little hands. That’s why I never let my handbag out of my sight now, even sleep with it under my pillow as uncomfortable as that is.’

Rhonnie raked her hands despairingly through her hair. Her face the picture of misery, she went on: ‘My life is such a damned mess, Carol. I hate my home life, my job . . . well, I get on well with everyone there, but it’s just somewhere I go to earn money . . . and as for my so-called love life! I don’t really know where I stand with Ivan. I don’t think he’s even speaking to me at the moment, and I can’t say I blame him after I let him down last night. But there was no way for me to let him know. I called his office at dinnertime today, was told by the department secretary that he was out all day surveying a site with his boss, but I’m not sure whether that was just what he had told her to say if I called. Maybe he’s avoiding me.’ Rhonnie paused and stared sadly into the eyes of her best friend. ‘I’m pathetic, aren’t I? Here I am, a twenty-four-year-old woman who can’t sort her own life out.’

Rhonnie had met Carol on the day they had both started as juniors in the offices of Kempton’s Hosiery Company. They had become firm friends since then. Rhonnie had been with the eighteen-year-old Carol when she had first met her husband Rodney at the Palais de Danse, was honoured to have been one of her bridesmaids when the pair had married two years later, and again to have been asked to become godmother to their eldest child Garry, who was now three. A little sister for him had arrived eighteen months later.

The two women were seated at Carol’s kitchen table, drinking cups of tea.

Carol immediately reassured her, ‘You’re not pathetic, Rhonnie. If I was in your position I would probably have cut my throat by now.’ She leaned over and placed her hand on her friend’s, giving it an affectionate squeeze. ‘You can’t go on like this, that’s for certain.’ She looked worriedly at Rhonnie for a moment, before she continued, ‘That woman is taking you for a right mug . . . your dad too. You need to do something to put a stop to her shenanigans or this state of affairs will go on for ever.’ She chuckled. ‘I do think it’s funny, though, that those two will be waiting for you to arrive home and cook their dinner. I wonder how long it will take them to realise that if they want a hot meal tonight, Mavis will have to get off her fat arse and make it herself.’

Rhonnie flashed her a wan smile. ‘Yes, I must admit, that thought does give me a certain satisfaction.’ Her morose mood returned then. ‘But what can I do about Mavis always taking me for an idiot, Carol? If I told Dad what she was really like, she would only manipulate him into believing I was just trying to split them up because I don’t like the fact she’s taken my mam’s place. Then that would cause bad feeling between me and Dad, and I couldn’t bear that.’

Carol mused, ‘Mmm, I suppose. I know you have no choice but to cook at home or you’d never get a hot meal, but you could stop cleaning up after them. Admittedly it would mean Artie coming home from work to find the place like a pig sty, and you living in one too, but it would at least show that trollop up for the lazy beggar she is, wouldn’t it?’ Anger blazed from Carol’s eyes then. ‘And I tell you something for nothing . . . if she had slapped me as hard as she obviously did you to leave that bruise, I wouldn’t have been able to restrain myself. I’d have slapped her back just as hard as a warning that she’d better not use her fists on me again.’

‘It took me all my strength not to, but if I had then it would only have given her further ammunition to blackmail me into babysitting for her whenever the old duck down the road can’t oblige. She’d just tell my dad I attacked her, and get Tracy to back her up. I can spin a yarn when I have to, but I can’t compete with those two in the lying stakes. Mavis would have a blind man believing he could see, and Tracy would kid anyone that she hadn’t taken the last cake off the plate when she was holding it in her hand.’

Carol looked at her friend thoughtfully for several long moments before she said, ‘I think there’s only one answer to your situation, Rhonnie. You need to get out of there. It’s the only way you’re going to stop her treating you like Cinderella, and the only way Artie is going to see what a lazy so and so she really is. I hope that’s enough for him to send her packing, as to be honest, like you, I don’t want him to find out what else she’s up to behind his back. What that could do to him, considering how he was after your mother died, doesn’t bear thinking about.’

Rhonnie heaved another forlorn sigh. ‘Don’t you think I wish I could walk out, Carol? Not to leave my father, but certainly the other two. I wouldn’t care if I never saw either of them again. I can’t afford a place of my own, though . . . anywhere half decent, that is.’

Carol said in all sincerity, ‘I wish I had room for you to come here, Rhonnie, I really do. But why don’t you share a place with someone?’

‘That’s certainly worth a thought but there’s a lot of risk involved, isn’t there? You don’t know what someone is really like until you live with them, do you? What if I find myself sharing with the housemate from hell and there’s nothing I can do about it until they decide to leave? I’d be in the same situation I am now, wouldn’t I?’

Before Carol could respond a baby’s wail rent the air. Turning her head towards the door that led into the lounge of her two-bedroomed 1930s semi, she shouted, ‘Garry, whatever you’ve taken off your little sister . . . give it her back now or I’ll be through to tan your backside, you little monkey!’ She turned her attention back to her friend. ‘Those kids have driven me daft all day. Been a right grizzly pair, for some reason, and it wasn’t like I could take them out as it’s been hissing it down all day. The only breather I’ve had is when you came in and played with them for a while. Thank God their dad will be home soon. After dinner he can take over while I have a soak in the bath to ease my weary bones.’ She eyed Rhonnie meaningfully. ‘Bit of advice, though. I wouldn’t be without my two, love them more than life itself, but you think twice before you have kids as they’re a twenty-four-hour job for us women.’

Rhonnie issued a disdainful tut. ‘Chance would be a fine thing. I’ve got to get married first.’ She then mused, ‘I’ve been courting with Ivan for five years now and the subject of marriage, or even getting engaged, has never been raised by him.’

Carol studied her friend. Ivan was a fool for not cementing his relationship with Rhonnie. Did he not realise that she was twenty-four, an age when most young woman were married and with a couple of children, like Carol herself had? If he didn’t offer Rhonnie some commitment soon then he was risking her ending matters between them and finding someone else. And it wasn’t like he couldn’t afford to support a wife as he was a qualified quantity surveyor, had a decent job with a very reputable company and excellent prospects

Rhonnie wouldn’t have any trouble finding someone else. She was a good-looking woman with her large midnight-blue eyes and narrow straight nose in a heart-shaped face. This was framed with thick honey-blonde hair that at the moment she was wearing in a pageboy flick. She was tall at five foot eight, with a willowy figure that any would-be model would give their eye teeth to possess. The latest styles designed by the likes of Mary Quant and Barbara Hulanicki were intended especially for women with a frame like Rhonnie’s, the same sort as Carol herself had had before her pregnancies had changed her shape for ever, much to her chagrin.

At six foot two inches, with a muscular build and chiselled features topped off with a mop of dark blond curly hair, there was no denying that Ivan was the type of man many red-blooded females fantasised over landing themselves. To Carol, though, his looks and his job were all Ivan had going for him. To her way of thinking he had no charisma whatsoever, and neither was he a good conversationalist except on the subject of architecture when he would happily drone on for hours, boring his audience with trivia that was only of interest to the minority of people like him who found the subject fascinating. But Rhonnie obviously saw something in him that Carol herself didn’t as she clearly loved and saw him as husband material. Ever a loyal friend, Carol realised she would have to support her friend in her choice, regardless of her own doubts about the match.

‘Why don’t you raise the subject then?’ she suggested.

Rhonnie gawped at her. ‘Me? Oh, but it’s for a man to do that, isn’t it? Ask a woman to marry him.’

‘I don’t mean you should propose to him. That’s not the done thing at all. The only women who do that look desperate, in my opinion. What I meant was . . . well, if you bring up the subject somehow in general conversation it would give him an opening to ask you, if you understand me? Maybe he’s been wanting to for a while but just can’t find a way to do it. I don’t mean to be unkind, Rhonnie, but he’s not exactly good at expressing himself, is he?’

She shook her head. ‘No, not really. Most times I haven’t a clue what Ivan’s really thinking, just have to guess and hope I’m right.’ She looked worried. ‘Maybe he sees me as good enough to be a girlfriend but not to marry?’

‘Don’t be daft, Rhonnie. He’s not right in the head if he doesn’t see what a good wife you’d make him. Anyway, if he didn’t see any future with you then he’d have walked away a long time ago, wouldn’t he? I think he’s just the sort who needs a hefty nudge, to push him in the right direction. Oh, but maybe he’s worried that you don’t want to settle down with him and is afraid that if he asks you, you’ll end it with him.’

Rhonnie frowned. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ There was a wistful look in her eyes when she continued, ‘As you know, when I was younger I thought I’d be married and with a couple of kids by the age I am now, just like you are. At this rate I’ve visions of walking down the aisle on my Zimmer frame!’

Carol laughed at the idea. ‘And me behind you as your chief bridesmaid, being pushed by Rod in my bath chair . . . Talking of bridesmaids, do you think you’ll be expected to have Tracy as one when you do eventually get married?’

Rhonnie pulled a horrified expression at the thought. ‘God forbid. I’ve no doubt that just as we were about to walk up the aisle that girl would be blackmailing me for yet more money before she followed behind.’

‘Well, hopefully they’ll both be long gone by the time that day comes.’ Carol eyed Rhonnie earnestly. ‘But even if Ivan proposes tonight, weddings take time to arrange so it’s not the answer to sorting out your immediate problem, is it?’

Rhonnie shook her head. ‘No. But I have been giving thought to something you suggested. I think you’re right, I need to get out. I do need to find someone to share a place with. Whatever they turn out like, they could never be as bad to live with as Mavis and Tracy.’ Her eyes suddenly sparkled as she recalled something. ‘Come to think of it, Nadine at work was talking a few weeks ago about wanting to leave home. Her parents fight all the time and she says she can’t stand it any more but can’t afford a place on her own. She’s a nice enough girl, a couple of years younger than me, the quiet sort who reads a lot. I get on well enough with her at work, so no reason why we wouldn’t get on sharing a place together. I’ve just got to hope she hasn’t already found someone to share with. I’ll speak to her tomorrow.’

Carol smiled at her. ‘That sounds promising. I know you’ve savings but probably not enough to buy all you’ll need by way of household stuff. I’ll start sorting some bits out for you. I can spare a pan or two, a couple of towels and some Bri-nylon sheets. Oh, and I tell you what you can have, and with the greatest of pleasure, that bloody awful vile-patterned dinner service my great-auntie Gladys bought me when Rod and I got engaged. She died not long after so I never had the worry of her popping in and asking why I wasn’t using it. It’s in the attic somewhere, covered in layers of dust and spiders’ webs. I’ll get Rod to dig it out. You hated it when you saw it, same as I did, but it’ll do you a turn until you can afford something better.’

Her eyes twinkling, Rhonnie told her friend, ‘Thanks, Carol. I shall guard it with my life and make sure I give you it back all in one piece.’

She snorted. ‘That you won’t! Either make sure you handle it carelessly or else find some other deserving case when the time comes to wave it goodbye.’

Rhonnie eyed her pensively. ‘I still don’t know what to do about Ivan. Do I go round after I leave here tonight? Or telephone him again, hope he’s home, and try and make peace between us that way?’

Carol eyed her back knowingly. ‘Well, if you don’t sort it out with him you’ll not sleep tonight. It’s my guess you didn’t sleep much last night either. Face to face is best. And while you’re having your heart to heart, you could bring up the subject of marriage if you get the opportunity. You need to find out where you stand with him, Rhonnie. I’m sure he loves you enough to want to make an honest woman of you and it’s just a case of him being given the nod by you that he’d not be making a fool of himself by asking you.’

‘Yes, that’s probably it. I hope you’re right anyway and it’s not me making a fool of myself.’

Before Carol could answer that the back door opened and a tall, well-made man came in, calling out, ‘It’s me, sweetheart. What a bloody day I’ve had! Gaffer was in a right bad mood . . . we all reckon he’d had a set to with his wife . . . anyway, I’m desperate for my dinner. What we having tonight? Smells good.’ He spotted Rhonnie sitting with his wife at the kitchen table and a broad smile appeared on his handsome face. ‘Hello, Rhonnie. Good to see you.’ His grin broadened. ‘Interrupted a good gossip, have I? Well, I’ll go and play with the kids for a bit and let you get on with it.’ Noticing the cups they were both cradling, as he stripped off his working donkey coat and hung his knapsack on the hook on the back door, he added, ‘Any tea left in the pot for a poor hard-done-to working man?’

Carol scoffed. ‘Hard-done-to! You have the life of Riley with me as your wife, Rodney Graves, and it’s about time you counted your blessings.’

He responded in all seriousness, ‘I do every night, my darlin’ . . . when you’re asleep and I’m getting some peace from your nagging.’

Carol grabbed a tea towel that lay on the table, rolled it up and flung it at him. ‘Cheeky beggar,’ she said, fighting to keep her face straight. ‘There’s tea in the pot, help yourself.’ She got up from her chair. ‘I’d better start dishing up dinner. You’ll stay, won’t you, Rhonnie? You can’t face what you’re planning to do later on an empty stomach. Liver, onions and mash, that suit you? And before you say it, no, you’re not imposing. You could make yourself useful and set the table, though.’


CHAPTER THREE

Ivan was treating Rhonnie to a word-by-word account of the lecture he’d attended the previous evening, not bothering to enquire whether she was actually interested or not. Which she wasn’t, though out of politeness she listened. Eventually, and much to her relief, he finished. ‘Shame you missed it, Rhonnie. The man certainly knows his stuff on Victorian buildings. He’s written a book on them. I bought a copy. Got it signed too. I know you’ll take care of it, so I’ll let you have it to read. There’s a great chapter on . . .’

She cut in, ‘Yes, give it to me and I’ll read it when I have time.’ She then took a deep breath before going on, ‘Look, Ivan, I know I’m repeating myself, but I am very sorry I left you waiting for me last night. There really wasn’t anything I could do about letting you know.’

They were sitting on comfortable chintz-covered fireside chairs next to one another before a roaring fire in the Coach and Horses. The public house was in a village called Anstey, a few miles out of Leicester, and they’d driven there in Ivan’s red convertible Morgan Roadster sports car. It did have its advantages, having a boyfriend whose job afforded him the luxury of his own transport, as it meant he could take Rhonnie to places she would otherwise never have visited. The added bonus was that Ivan’s car was an open-topped one and in good weather she did love the feeling of exhilaration that rushed through her while motoring at speed along the narrow, winding country lanes.

When she had called at his house earlier and his mother had shown her through, Rhonnie had found Ivan sitting in his parents’ tastefully furnished living room. Their three-bedroomed, bay-fronted Victorian house was at the affluent end of Glenfield Road, on the outskirts of the city. Ivan was watching the Tonight news programme with his father. He had greeted Rhonnie in his normal affable manner, showing no outward sign whatsoever that he was upset in any way about her no show the night before. He asked her to join him on the sofa and watch the programme with him. His mother, who always treated her welcomingly, the same as his father did, offered her a cup of tea. It was Rhonnie who had suggested to Ivan they should go out for a drink so that she could get him on his own and talk to him in private. Without giving her any indication of whether he was in favour of that or would have preferred to stay in on such a bitter-cold March night, he’d gone to put on his thick outdoor clothing and off they went.

‘As I told you earlier, it’s no big deal you weren’t there,’ Ivan was saying. ‘I met Charles from work. He’d come on his own so we sat together and went for a drink afterwards.’

This made Rhonnie feel relieved that he wasn’t annoyed with her, or causing a fuss about it, but at the same time she would have liked him to have told her how disappointed he was that she wasn’t with him.

Ivan was going on, ‘It was good really that I met up with Charles socially. I’ve worked with the man for five years and never realised before that he enjoys camping like I do.’

Rhonnie looked at him in surprise. She had known Ivan for five years and he hadn’t once mentioned this fact to her. ‘I never knew that,’ she said.

He looked surprised. ‘Didn’t you? Oh, well, I suppose the subject has never come up, that’s why. I haven’t been since I was young when my parents used to take me to the seaside. Mother and Father could easily have afforded to stay in a hotel, but they both enjoyed the outside life and I caught the bug too. Anyway, Charles and I are planning something for next weekend. He usually goes with a few mates on their bikes. This time we’ll travel together in my car. Hopefully we’ll get everything into the boot but it’ll be a tight squeeze. Charles knows a great place in Wales . . .’

Ivan rambled on about his plans for the weekend, but Rhonnie wasn’t listening. She would really have liked a weekend camping with Ivan, savouring the fresh air of the countryside, the fun of cooking a meal on a small Primus stove by a campfire, sleeping under the stars, but he obviously hadn’t given any consideration whatsoever to taking her along. She was about to say would he consider taking her along in future, but lost her chance when she heard him say something else.

‘If this weekend goes well, I’m going to suggest to Charles that we make it a regular thing, maybe even go for a week in the summer.’

Rhonnie’s heart sank. Ivan had never suggested going away with her for a few days. She felt hurt that he seemed eager to spend time with someone other than his own girlfriend. She said weakly, ‘That will be nice for you,’ and decided to take this opportunity to tell him about her decision to find a place of her own, hoping that his response would give her an opening to bring up the subject of marriage. ‘I’ve decided to leave home, Ivan. I can’t live any longer with my stepmother and sister,’ she said. ‘I won’t be able to afford a place on my own on my wages so I’ve no choice but to find someone to share with.’

He looked at her thoughtfully. Rhonnie’s heart thumped. Was he debating how to ask her to try and put up with her living conditions as they were for a while longer while they arranged their wedding and found a place to live in together?

Her hopes were to be cruelly dashed when he said, ‘Well, I think you deserve a medal for living with them for this long. I can’t imagine what your father was thinking of when he married that awful woman who’s nothing like your mother in any way. Such a nice woman she was.’ Then he eyed her warningly. ‘Just be careful to make sure you check out carefully anyone you decide to share with, Rhonnie. I wouldn’t want you to wake up one morning and find they’d robbed you blind and scarpered, leaving you with their share of the rent to pay.’

Rhonnie’s disappointment at his response was very evidently written on her face, as he asked her in bewilderment, ‘Have I said something to upset you?’ Then, pre-empting the answer, ‘Oh, of course I’ll help you move in when you find a place, silly girl.’

She flashed him a wan smile and uttered, ‘Thank you, Ivan. That will be much appreciated.’ His response had left her aware that marriage was not on the agenda for him in the near future. But was that because he wasn’t ready to settle down yet, or didn’t he see Rhonnie as suitable wife material? She needed to know which it was, she decided.

Fixing his eyes with her own, she asked him, ‘Ivan, do you see yourself settling down in the future . . . with me?’

He looked shocked for a moment by the unexpected question and took a long draught from his pint of lager before he finally told her, ‘Yes . . . yes, of course I do. I thought you would have realised that, after all this time we’ve been going out together. My parents, of course, only got married when they were both thirty. Before that, neither of them was ready for the responsibility.’ He downed the remains of his drink and got up, asking her, ‘Another half of cider for you?’

She knew this was his way of telling her that he wouldn’t be ready to take on the responsibility of marriage until he was at least thirty either. She was concerned that he didn’t seem to be considering her feelings on such an important matter. She hadn’t seen this selfish side of Ivan before and wasn’t sure how she felt about this revelation. One thing she was certain about was that she didn’t want to wait for another five years to walk up the aisle, then another while after that to start a family. By then she’d have reached the age when most women round here would be looking forward to becoming grandmothers. Rhonnie felt a great need then to be on her own so as to think seriously about her relationship with Ivan. It was obvious he was happy with the present informal basis whereas she was at a stage, had been in fact for a long time, where she wanted more.

‘If you don’t mind, Ivan, I’m tired. Would you take me home, please?’ Rhonnie asked.

Whether he did mind or didn’t, he smiled amenably and told her, ‘I’ll get our coats.’

A while later, Ivan pulled his car to a smooth halt outside Rhonnie’s house. He leaned over, gave her a quick kiss on the lips then righted himself and said, ‘I’ll see you as usual on Saturday then. My house at four.’

The words ‘as usual’ seemed to reverberate inside her mind. It struck Rhonnie then that those two words seemed to sum up their entire relationship. Right from the beginning, they had met three times a week. On Monday they went for a drink in town. On Wednesday they usually went to the pictures or, as it turned out last night, to a talk Ivan wanted to attend. On Saturday they usually had tea with his parents then spent the evening playing cards with them. She couldn’t ever remember seeing Ivan on a Thursday before in all the time they had been together, and was only doing so now so that she could smooth over any offence that her failure to meet him last night had caused. This arrangement had suited Rhonnie once; had freed her to make her own arrangements for nights when she wasn’t seeing Ivan. Now and again, though, she would have been thrilled if he had arranged a surprise for her. But then, he wasn’t the type of man to act spontaneously in any way. Now she wondered how marriage to him, when it eventually happened, would be with absolutely no surprises in it.

In a subdued voice she replied, ‘Yes, I’ll see you then.’

She got out of the car and stood on the pavement, shivering in the cold March wind as she watched the car pull away and head off down the street. Once the car had disappeared out of sight, she headed down the entry and let herself in at the back door. Having taken off her coat, which she hung on the back of the door, she made her way into the back room. Here she found old Mrs Trimble knitting in an armchair by the fire and Tracy lounging on the sofa watching the television. Neither of them had heard her come in, Mrs Trimble because she was deaf and Tracy because she was engrossed in a programme.

So as not to startle her, Rhonnie went over and laid a gentle hand on the old lady’s shoulder to let her know she was there. Regardless, the old dear jumped and spun her head to look up at Rhonnie with alarmed eyes, staring at her for a second before it registered who she was. Relieved, she said, ‘Oh, it’s you, ducky,’ and gave a yawn. ‘Didn’t expect you back for a while yet.’

‘I came home early as I was tired, Mrs Trimble.’

‘I’ll get off home meself then, if yer don’t mind, lovey? I’m ready for me bed,’ she told Rhonnie, gathering together her knitting and putting it into a faded tapestry bag.

Rhonnie then helped her ease her aged body out of the armchair and, after offering to escort her safely home, which the old lady politely declined, saw her out of the house. In the back room again, Rhonnie went over to Tracy who as yet had not acknowledged her but still had her eyes glued to the television set. Rhonnie said firmly, ‘You should be in bed, Tracy. It’s nearly half-past nine.’ When the young girl ignored her, Rhonnie repeated what she had said but louder.

This time Tracy did respond by looking up with a glint in her eyes. ‘So?’

Rhonnie snapped back crossly, ‘So, you are nine years old and shouldn’t be watching adult programmes. You should be in bed sleeping. You’ve got school tomorrow.’

She defiantly responded, ‘So what? I wanna see the end of this programme. I don’t know who the murderer is yet. And you ain’t me mam, so you can’t tell me what to do.’

Rhonnie was normally easygoing, it took a lot to make her lose her temper, but tonight she wasn’t in the mood for dealing with a bolshie nine year old. She strode across to the television set, switched it off and then pulled out the plug at the back. She turned to face a gawping Tracy, telling her, ‘Your mam’s not here. I am. You’re the kid and I’m the adult. Don’t give me any more of your nonsense, I’m not in the mood. Get to bed. Now.’

The young girl stared at her, flabbergasted. Her stepsister had never spoken to Tracy so harshly, even though at times she knew she had acted towards Rhonnie in a way that would have tried the patience of a saint. Uncharacteristically silent, Tracy scrambled off the sofa and darted towards the stairs. A second later Rhonnie heard their bedroom door slam shut. She was desperate to go to bed herself, to lie in the quiet darkness and think things through about her relationship with Ivan and how she would get herself out of this house, but she decided to let a few minutes pass so that Tracy would get to sleep first. Rhonnie busied herself with making a cup of tea and drinking it.

Since she had not been home earlier the kitchen and back room were both in a state of chaos. The remains of Mavis’s efforts to make a meal, when she had finally realised Rhonnie wasn’t coming home to cook for them that evening, littered the kitchen; dirty plates, cups, bottle of HP sauce, milk, teapot, sugar basin, salt and pepper pot stood on the dining table along with Mavis’s make-up and hair paraphernalia. Tracy’s school satchel, shoes, coat and several comics were scattered on the floor by the sofa and across it, along with a trail of crumbs from the food she had eaten. Normally Rhonnie would have gone around tidying it all up, but she decided to take Carol’s advice. Her days of skivvying after Mavis and Tracy for the sake of her father were a thing of the past. It would be a hard lesson for him to learn, but Rhonnie felt she needed to be cruel to be kind to him.

A while later, Tracy snoring gently in the single bed a couple of feet away from hers in the small bedroom they shared, Rhonnie stared up at the cracked bedroom ceiling, thinking about Ivan. She’d had several boyfriends before she had met him, of all places, by literally bumping into him one dinnertime outside a greengrocer’s shop where she had just been buying a couple of apples. After her profuse apologies to him for not looking where she was going, they fell into step together. He was an apprentice then, on his way to meet his boss at a site in the vicinity of Rhonnie’s place of work. Before they parted company they had arranged to meet the following Friday to go to the pictures.

Ivan was nothing like the boys she had been out with before, who thought that buying a bag of chips and a bottle of pop was wining and dining their girlfriend and whose conversation had consisted predominantly of talk about football. Apart from the good looks that turned Rhonnie weak at the knees, Ivan was smart, well-mannered and intelligent. He didn’t like football but was interested in the type of subjects that labelled him as boring to others, such as Egyptian history, Greek mythology, and in particular old buildings. Although not a natural conversationalist, he’d needed no persuasion to talk at length about the books he had read on these topics, which at the time Rhonnie had found a refreshing change from having to listen to the football league tables and then putting up with her boyfriend being moody all weekend when his team lost a game. Ivan’s job prospects were of no consequence to Rhonnie when she’d first started dating him, but on finding her feelings for him were deepening after a while she had begun to hope he would see a future together with her, and the fact that he would be able to offer them a decent standard of living was an added bonus.

But discovering tonight that after five years with her he was in no rush to settle down, seeing the whole prospect of marriage as a huge responsibility, had worried Rhonnie. She perceived marriage as the union of two people who wanted to build a future together, to work alongside each other and weather the ups and downs. She thought about tonight’s revelation long and hard, and reached a painful conclusion. Surely if Ivan truly loved her he wouldn’t see marriage to her as a burden, and neither would he want to wait at least another five years to make her his wife? And what if, in another five years, he still wasn’t ready to settle down?

She wept silently, the tears rolling down her face to soak into her pillow. Rhonnie was more than ready to become a wife and mother, and wasn’t prepared to continue seeing Ivan while knowing he wasn’t committed and there were no guarantees he ever would be. She did wonder now if she was still with him because their relationship had become a habit. Maybe what she’d thought was love was merely her own lack of experience and longing for security convincing her that she had found it, when really she had not. It seemed to Rhonnie that the only answer was for her to end their relationship now and hopefully give herself a chance to meet someone else who was ready for commitment. It might not be easy at her age when most eligible men were already taken, but she would sooner be on her own than with a man who after five years in her company preferred to go away camping with a male friend. She would do the deed when she met Ivan on Saturday afternoon, she decided.

Feeling that her world was disintegrating around her, Rhonnie turned over and tried to sleep. She wasn’t sure at first what woke her and for a moment wondered if it was morning and time to get up for work until it struck her that it was still pitch dark. She turned over to look at her alarm clock on the floor at the side of the bed. The luminous hands told her it was a quarter to twelve. Rhonnie decided she must have heard some inconsiderate rowdy drunks making their way home from the pub. With upsetting thoughts of Ivan and her own decision coming back to mind, she turned over to try to get back to sleep again. Then the sound of an inebriated man laughing reached her and she realised it wasn’t coming from outside but from downstairs in the house. Then she heard someone else laugh. This person’s laughter she recognised. It had come from Mavis. A very drunk Mavis.

Rhonnie sat bolt upright, her eyes blazing with anger. It was bad enough that her stepmother was blatantly playing around with other men when she was out, but to bring them here . . . Her temper rose to boiling point. Rhonnie couldn’t stop what the woman got up to when she went out, but she was damned sure she wasn’t going to stand by and allow Mavis to carry on her despicable ways inside Rhonnie’s family home.

Throwing back the bedclothes, she grabbed her dressing gown from the bottom of the bed, and hastily pulled it on. She slid her feet into her slippers, mindful not to rouse Tracy – though she didn’t care for the young girl, Rhonnie didn’t feel it was right she should actually witness her mother entertaining a strange man. Rhonnie felt her way over to the bedroom door, slipped through and pulled it quietly shut behind her.

She arrived in the back room and stopped short, gazing in horror at the sight that met her eyes. She had expected to find Mavis and her visitor drinking together at the worst, definitely not to find her stepmother sprawled on the sofa, the top half of her low-cut dress pulled down and a man lying on top of her, fondling one of her bare breasts while kissing her neck. Mavis had her head tilted back, eyes closed, a look of ecstasy on her face.

She had always vehemently insisted that her association with other men went no further than having a drink and a laugh with them, but she could hardly say that now Rhonnie had caught her red-handed in such a compromising situation. Outraged, she stepped into the room, declaring, ‘You’re nothing but a filthy whore, you despicable woman! How can you treat my father so diabolically? And your own daughter is upstairs. What if she’d come down and caught you . . . caught you . . . up to what you are?’

At the sound of Rhonnie’s harsh tones, the man leaped up off Mavis to stand looking over at the young woman in guilty horror as he fumbled to do up the zip on his trousers. A drunken Mavis meanwhile sat bolt upright, yanking her bra back over her exposed breasts and her dress in place while glaring at her stepdaughter angrily.

She yelled, ‘How dare you call me a whore, you self-righteous cow? Dare to call me ’ote like that again and I’ll knock you into Kingdom Come! Now this is a private party and you weren’t invited.’

Mavis’s guest had straightened his clothes by now and was rushing for the door. She called to him, ‘Oi, where you going, Nev?’

He stopped, spun around, flashed an awkward look at Rhonnie and then at Mavis, telling her, ‘Best I get off. I’ll be seeing yer, Mave.’ With that he shot out and moments later the front door slammed shut.

Mavis fumed, ‘Now look what you’ve done! You’ve spoiled me fun.’

Rhonnie gawped at her incredulously. ‘I can’t believe you’ve no shame whatsoever for what I just caught you doing! Wait until my father hears about this. I’d start packing your bags now if I was you.’

Having fallen sideways in a drunken stupor, legs splayed to show the tops of her stockings held up by a dingy, frayed suspender belt, the older woman issued a wicked laugh and eyed her mockingly. ‘You can tell that boring big fat oaf what the fuck you like ’cos like I told yer before . . . by the time I’ve finished, I’ll have him believing that I’m a saint and you’re nothing but a liar who doesn’t like sharing her precious daddy. It’ll be you who ends up out on yer arse. Now, I’m sick of telling you – either live here by my rules or get the fuck out and good riddance to yer! And while you’re deciding, be a good little stepdaughter and get me a drink.’ She pointed a shaking finger at the bottle of cheap sherry standing on the cluttered table.

Rhonnie stared at her while visions of her own beloved father filled her mind. At this time of night he’d be parked in a lay-by in the middle of nowhere on the long, lonely journey to deliver his load. He’d be huddled under a blanket, trying to catch some sleep on the uncomfortable bench seat in the cold cab of his lorry before setting off again in the early hours of the morning for the remainder of the drive back to Leicester. He’d be firmly of the belief that the three women back home were counting down the hours until he returned safely back to them, when in truth it was just one who was. The other two were only interested in the money he earned to pay for their new lifestyle. It was a far better one than they’d been living before Mavis spun her web of deceit to ensnare him.

It was one thing Rhonnie suspecting that Mavis was making a fool of Artie, but another one entirely having indisputable proof that she was. If she didn’t tell him what she now knew then she would be failing him as his daughter, but if she did she risked Mavis turning him against her. It wasn’t in Rhonnie’s nature to act deceitfully. Little white lies to save someone’s feelings she found easy to tell, but not blatant ones. Her father knew her better than anyone, even Carol, and immediately he came back he’d know something was wrong and demand to know what, wouldn’t rest until he was convinced she was telling him the truth. She had decided earlier to leave this house for a place of her own but now she hadn’t the luxury of time to find herself somewhere due to her father’s imminent return. Rhonnie also knew that with everything that was on her mind going back to bed was a waste of her time, she would never sleep, and her desire to disassociate herself from Mavis was overwhelming, so she would go now.

As frightening as it was to her, Rhonnie knew that she had to leave Leicester, go somewhere far enough away that it wasn’t easy for her father to visit her and ask awkward questions. Rhonnie decided she would write him a letter, which she would send to his firm so at least she knew he would get it, not trusting Mavis not to rip up anything that was left with her. She would use the excuse that she had gone away because she had broken up with Ivan and couldn’t bear staying in Leicester and risking the chance of bumping into him. Then there was her job. Just leaving without notice wasn’t the done thing, but Rhonnie felt she had no choice. Besides, she wouldn’t be hard to replace, so she had no real qualms over that. There was Ivan too. He deserved to receive more than a letter ending their relationship, but better that than walking away with no explanation. Carol she would have liked to have gone and visited, to tell her dear friend face to face what she was doing, but at this time of night she would be in bed and it wouldn’t be fair to disturb her. Rhonnie decided she would write to her also, but the letters could wait until she had reached her destination.

Thankfully she had enough money saved safely in her Post Office account, away from Tracy’s thieving hands, along with what she had left from her last wage, to buy her a train ticket somewhere and to pay for accommodation in a cheap bed and breakfast place until she secured herself a job. She could decide where best to go once she was out of here and away from the vile woman waiting for Rhonnie to pour her a drink.

Giving Mavis a look of pure contempt, she spun on her heel and headed back up the stairs to collect her belongings, ignoring the cry of, ‘Oi, I told yer to get me a drink!’

When Rhonnie returned back downstairs a while later, suitcase packed, all that remained was for her to collect her coat, hanging on the back door, and put on her shoes. Mavis was still in the same position as she had left her, slumped on the sofa, and had fallen into a drunken stupor, snoring like a pig. Rhonnie stood for a moment, looking at the woman whose selfishness was causing her to abandon the home she had been so happy in once. She vehemently hoped that, despite the pain it would cause him, her father would find the strength to kick Mavis and her daughter out, freeing himself to find another woman who would value his worth and treat him in the manner he deserved.

Rhonnie headed for the kitchen where she put on her coat and shoes and walked out of the house without a backward glance.


CHAPTER FOUR

As Rhonnie made her way through chilly streets that were deserted but for the odd drunk lying slumped in the gutter and the occasional copper on his beat, her emotions were in turmoil. She was very upset about the hurt and bewilderment her father would suffer at her abrupt departure, as well as fearful of heading off into the unknown while totally alone. There was no going back for her, though. Whatever she faced in the future could not be any worse than living in the same house as Mavis and being party to her deceit.

She had thought the train station would be as deserted as the streets were at one o’clock in the morning, apart maybe from a night porter keeping watch, but she was surprised to find the place a hive of activity. Several porters were loading sacks of mail and parcels, milk churns, livestock crates and other freight on to two trains. Steam was billowing from their funnels to swirl around the station in the cold night air. No one took any notice of Rhonnie as she went over to the waiting room where a timetable of train arrivals and departures was displayed. Putting down her heavy case by her feet, she stood before it wondering where best to go to build a new future for herself.

Wherever she chose she would be presented with the same problems and challenges. Her father’s job covered the north of England and Scotland, so it would have to be somewhere down south, she decided. There seemed to be so many places listed for her to choose from, some of which she had never heard of. Then she noticed that trains to some of these places ran infrequently, maybe only once or twice a week, and to reach others she would have several changes to make, with lengthy waits in between. Wherever she chose, Rhonnie wanted to arrive there as soon as possible so she could start looking for work and a place to live. Then the name of one town glared out at her. Trains to that destination ran several times a day, and she’d have no changes to make. According to the timetable the next train left at six in the morning. Three hours after getting on the train she’d be on her way to building a future for herself in a city where most people headed to make their fortunes, although she’d settle just for making a reasonable living. That city was London.

Her decision made, there was nothing for her to do now but while away the next few hours until her train departed. Picking up her case, she went into the waiting room. It was quite a large space with wooden bench seats fixed to three sides of its dingy cream-painted walls. On the one at the far end was a large fireplace; unfortunately no fire was burning brightly inside it at this time of the night, and the room was cold. Above the fireplace hung a photograph of the Queen taken at her Coronation in 1953, twelve years before. On the wall opposite was a door leading into the buffet room, usually a hive of activity but now eerily deserted until it opened again at six-thirty in the morning. The waiting room was anything but welcoming but at least it offered some shelter from the chilly night air swirling around the platforms.

The room was dimly lit and at first Rhonnie thought she had the place to herself, not noticing the figure huddled asleep on a bench in the shadows by the fireplace until she made her way further inside, meaning to settle as far away from the draught coming under the door as possible. Her footsteps across the bare wooden floor obviously roused the slumbering person who sat bolt upright and opened its eyes to glance over fearfully at the new arrival. Startled herself by the unexpected presence, thinking it was someone lying in wait for no good reason, Rhonnie took a step back.

It was the stranger who regained control of their faculties first. ‘Oh, thank God you’re not what I thought you were!’

It was a woman’s voice, Rhonnie realised with relief, and she crossed the room towards her, asking, ‘Who did you think I was?’

‘A robber, come to fleece me of my belongings.’

Rhonnie chuckled. ‘Well, if it’s any consolation, I thought the same of you.’ She put her case down and took a seat on the bench nearby her new companion, taking the chance to look her over properly. She was about seventeen, Rhonnie guessed, stick-thin, average-looking, with a mop of bright ginger corkscrew curls, plus a splattering of freckles over her pale-skinned cheeks and button nose. Her eyes were bright blue and her pale eyebrows and eyelashes barely showed in the dim light. Considering the case and couple of bags that stood on the floor beside her, Rhonnie judged that this girl too was off somewhere for a lengthy period.

The young woman had noticed Rhonnie’s case and said to her, ‘Running away from home, are you?’

Rhonnie looked taken aback. ‘What makes you ask that?’

‘Well, who in their right mind chooses to spend the night in a freezing waiting room voluntarily?’

‘You’ve got a point.’ Rhonnie was flattered that the younger woman thought her young enough to be a runaway, but then she remembered the light wasn’t very good in here. She flashed a glance at the young woman’s belongings before meeting her blue eyes. ‘Is that what you are doing, running away from home?’

The girl said matter-of-factly, ‘No, I was waved off quite happily by my mam. She isn’t what I’d call a motherly mother, isn’t my mam. My dad left home just after I was born, and I have to say she did her best to look after us but made it clear right from when me and my brothers and sisters were all little . . . there’s six of us in all and I’m the youngest . . . that she couldn’t wait for us to grow up so she could be shot of the lot of us. I can’t say as I blame her, I wouldn’t like to be left on my own with six kids to look after either. Being the good kids we were, we granted her wish and all left home as soon as we could.

‘I only came back for the winter. Believe me, today couldn’t come quickly enough for me or me mam. But she wasn’t in the best of moods tonight and I decided that spending it here was preferable to listening to any more gripes about how unfairly life has treated her. I’m not coming back home next year. I’ve made some friends now and we’re all going to find ourselves a place we can share over the winter months and get temporary work in a shop or factory.’ Rhonnie frowned quizzically at her, wondering what kind of job she did that gave her the whole of the winter off. Before she could ask, though, the girl was saying, ‘So where are you heading to?’

Rhonnie told her, ‘London.’

‘Got family there, have you?’

‘No.’

The young woman pulled a knowing face at her. ‘Oh, I see, you think London’s the place to make your fortune, do you? Well, let me tell you, it’s a nice place to visit, but if you believe that the streets are paved with gold then you’re in for a shock because they’re the same dirty grey stone Leicester’s streets are paved with.’

Rhonnie snapped back at her, ‘I’m not so stupid as to believe that. I’m not after making a fortune. Just getting myself a job and a place to live will be enough for me.’

The other girl said matter-of-factly, ‘That’s all I was after too. When I first left home the year before last, London was where I headed. I was so excited at being where it all happened, so to speak. I saw meself living in a big flat, having parties every night that all the in crowd fought to come to, and buying all me clothes down Carnaby Street. But a fanciful dream is all it was. It’s bloody expensive to live down there! The rent for a room in a slum of a house costs you nearly all your wage. It’s easy enough to get a job, but the wages for ordinary workers like us ain’t that much more than we get up here. And the food’s much dearer too. If I hadn’t met Jason and he’d told me about the job I’m doing now, I’d have ended up using the last of me money for my train ticket home and then have had to go back to me mam’s, begging her to take me in. If I was you I’d think twice about heading down there, if you don’t fancy joining the homeless.’
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