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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         4 August 1914

         The grinding judder of the train wakes Jessie and when she leans forward to glance out of the carriage window, the only thing she sees is her own reflection. They’ve stopped at a station. Dencross Bridge, still two stops to go before home. But there’s something wrong; the crowd of men in the corridor are walking back and forth, talking loudly. Others run outside, past her compartment, laughing and cheering. Stanley, her friend’s husband, is already on his feet, opening the door.

         ‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Jessie looks across at Clara.

         ‘I don’t know.’

         They stand to peer out at the platform. A man is there, his back to the ticket office, wearing an advertising A-board. She can’t read it; she can’t grasp why he is there so late at night. ‘What’s happening?’ she calls to Arthur, who turns to look at her. She doesn’t understand his expression: disbelief mingled with enthusiasm.

         He moves to one side and she sees a boy in a flat cap, holding a large canvas bag to his chest. He pulls a newspaper from the bag and slams it to the train window. Jessie reads the words.

         ‘BRITAIN AT WAR.’

         She says the words aloud, clinging to the luggage rack above her. She’s paralysed. The women around her are silent, frozen, just like her.

         A cheer starts somewhere in the train. Grows louder and louder until all the men on the platform are cheering as well, including Arthur. His mouth wide, he turns to look at her again; on his face, in the strange, yellow glow of gaslights, there’s elation.2

         Jessie’s legs give way. She sinks down on the bench and looks around. The feeling in her chest is expressed on the faces of all the women around her. Fear.

         This isn’t the way the day was supposed to end.
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            PART ONE
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5
            Chapter 1

         

         August 1914

         ‘Why?’ Arthur Dawson kicked at a stone; it skittered along the road. ‘Why can’t you go? This’ll be my first proper day off since Wakes Week in June. First proper works’ outing. You said you’d come. Stanley and Clara are going. You said you’d talked to Clara about it.’

         Her friend had been in the shop earlier, trying to persuade her. At nineteen, Clara was three years older than Jessie but, despite their different backgrounds, they’d been friends from the first day they’d met. Jessie didn’t know how to explain it to Arthur. She wanted to go with them yet still needed to say, ‘I can’t leave Mam on her own because—’

         ‘Stanley said it was all sorted between you and Clara?’ Arthur frowned. ‘I’ve saved up in the works’ club,’ he said, lifting another stone with the toe of his boot and kicking it up into the air. ‘We’re going on the train. I’ve been looking forward to it.’

         ‘I know – and I’m sorry.’ Jessie was. Before her father died six months ago, she’d looked forward to going on her first Kindle Mill summer trip with Arthur. Living on the same street, he had, over the years, become the brother she never had. Being the youngest children on Castle Street, they’d been inseparable. ‘How was work today?’ She wanted to change the subject.

         ‘Okay. I like the spinning shed. Better than being a bobbin carrier in the weaving shed. I hated that.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘And better money,’ he added. ‘My treat…’ He opened his eyes wide in mock pleading. ‘Aw, come on, Jessie,’ he said. ‘It’s the seaside. We’re sixteen and we’ve neither of us been to the seaside. Unless you’ve been without me knowing?’6

         ‘I haven’t, you know I haven’t.’

         ‘It’ll be an adventure then. The men told me what the sea is like—’

         ‘Wet, I should imagine.’ Jessie knew she was being sarcastic, but in her disappointment she couldn’t help it.

         Arthur ignored her. ‘And the beach. The men said there’s a pier. And a fairground. You enjoyed the Switchback ride when the fairground came to town.’

         ‘I know.’ Though the Venetian Gondola roundabout had been her favourite; she’d insisted they went on it twice.

         ‘Say yes, then.’

         ‘I can’t.’

         ‘Why? Give me a reason.’ He crossed his arms.

         ‘It’s Mam. Dad’s only been dead three months, you know that. I don’t think I should leave her on her own.’

         ‘She’s not, she’s got Bob. If you asked him, he’d take your place in the shop for the day.’

         Clara had said the same, Jessie remembered. Had she told Arthur that?

         ‘He’d do anything for you—’

         ‘What do you mean by that? Anything for me?’

         ‘You know what I mean. He likes you.’ Arthur scowled.

         ‘Don’t talk daft.’ Jessie returned his frown. ‘Why can’t you go with the Hampson twins? Tommy and Teddy would probably be glad; it’d stop them fighting one another.’

         ‘Because I don’t want to go with them. I want you to come with me. With me and Stanley and Clara. I promised Stanley you’d keep her company. You know how the other women are with her; them thinking she’s posh.’

         Jessie sighed; they were going round and round in circles.

         ‘I would love to go, Arthur. I’m very fond of Clara, we’ve been friends since her and Stanley came to Nether Brook and you and him got on so well. But I can’t go – I can’t go … because of Amos Morgan,’ she admitted after a long pause.

         ‘What do you mean? What’s he got to do with anything?’7

         ‘Since Dad died he’s never away; he’s always at the shop, pretending he wants something or other. But I’ve seen him watching Mam all the time. It’s not decent, the way he looks at her, Arthur.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         Jessie hunched her shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I just know it’s not right. And he’s seen me watching him doing it and he glares at me. I think he’s going to start calling on her. What if he finds out I’m away for the day and he calls on her when she’s alone?’

         ‘Your mam wouldn’t have anything to do with him, you must know that. And she won’t be on her own, Bob will be there, so what could happen?’

         ‘I don’t know…’

         ‘It will be a great day out, you, me, Stanley and Clara. Stop worrying about something that won’t happen, Jessie, and say yes. Please…’ He pulled down his mouth in a pitiful expression.

         Jessie laughed. ‘Oh, all right.’ She held up her arms. ‘I give in. I’ll ask.’

         ‘Great.’

         ‘And, if I can come, I’ll go on the pier and the beach and the fairground with you. But if there’s one of those swing things, that Steam Yachts affair, I’m going nowhere near it.’ She shuddered. ‘All that rocking about in it when that fair came to Manchester – made me feel sick.’

         Arthur gave a shout of laughter. He picked her up and twirled her around.

         ‘Get off, you daft thing. Put me down.’ She stood, unsteady on her feet, a strange fluttering in her stomach at the feel of his hands on her waist. ‘And I still have to ask Mam and Bob. So don’t take it for granted.’

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Chapter 2

         

          4 August 1914

         Jessie hung on to the back of Arthur’s jacket when they walked onto the station platform. Even at six o’clock in the morning the place was packed with families. The laughter and raised voices throbbed with the excitement she’d felt since her mother had given her permission for the Blackpool trip. But now all the noise echoing and rebounding from the roof over the platform raised a sense of panic in her.

         ‘Arthur, can we go in the waiting room?’ Looking down on the metal rail track from the platform made her light-headed. ‘It’s very crowded. I can’t see Clara and Stanley anywhere’

         Arthur moved to put himself between her and the edge.

         ‘Good, though?’ he grinned, looking around. ‘They’ll be here somewhere.’

         ‘Hey up, Arthur. Got your girl with you then?’ Tommy and Teddy Hampson ran past, laughing, pushing and shoving at one another.

         Jessie felt the heat of mortification. She hoped Arthur wasn’t embarrassed; she’d hate things to be awkward between them. She saw the wives of the other men glancing at them. What if they thought the same thing? It was daft; they’d been friends forever. Still − she looked at him − he would be a good catch for some girl one day.

         ‘Arthur, look, there’s Clara and Stanley.’ She gave him a slight push.

         Stanley clapped Arthur on the back. ‘Change to see you out of your overalls, mate.’ He performed a mock bow. ‘Nearly didn’t recognise you.’

         ‘Bit of a toff yourself,’ Arthur said.

         They rocked back on their heels, grinning, self-conscious.

         Jessie thought Arthur looked smarter than Stanley in his dark suit and tweed cloth cap.9

         ‘Jessie.’ Clara held out her hands.

         ‘Clara.’ Jessie brushed a kiss on her friend’s face, breathing in the faint scent of lavender.

         ‘I wasn’t sure what to wear. Stanley thinks my hat will be blown away. He says it will be quite breezy in Blackpool.’ She touched the shallow brim decorated with a cream ribbon. ‘So I’ve fastened it with the longest hatpin I have.’

         She still had hold of Jessie’s hands and leaned back to study her.

         ‘Burgundy does suit you. I’m afraid I’m not tall enough to wear a long jacket. And,’ she leant forward and whispered in Jessie’s ear, ‘that skirt would make my hips look enormous.’

         ‘Nonsense!’ Jessie couldn’t help feeling pleased as she looked down at her pleated A-line skirt. Seeing Clara had made her feel that her own outfit was, perhaps, not as grand as she’d thought. ‘And I love your hat.’

         They moved aside as a porter bustled past them, a frown of importance on his face.

         ‘Let’s get out of the way or we’ll all finish up on the tracks.’ Stanley pointed to a wooden bench where a row of women sat, their husbands standing nearby.

         There was the distant hollow sound of a whistle. The hubbub of anticipation rose all around her and Jessie felt the vibration of the approaching train under her feet. Clara moved closer; Jessie could feel her friend’s quickened breathing against her cheek.

         ‘Exciting!’ Clara squeezed Jessie’s arm.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         The train squealed its way into Blackpool Central Station.

         ‘We’re here,’ said Stanley, moving two small boys away from the window. Their mother licked her handkerchief and rubbed at the specks of soot which covered their faces.

         ‘Soon as we get out of the station, look for the Tower, it’s only a 10stone’s throw from here.’ Stanley herded Clara and Jessie into the corridor where Arthur was standing shoulder to shoulder with other men waiting for the train to stop.

         It was a stifling crush getting off the platforms and away from the station. Once outside, the salty breeze cooled Jessie’s face. The brim on Clara’s hat flipped back, the ribbons flapping.

         ‘Perhaps not such a good idea to wear my best hat after all,’ she murmured with a smile. ‘Not that I’ll admit it to Stanley.’

         Jessie was glad that she had decided to wear only her second best straw boater.

         ‘Where first? The Tower? They say it’s the same shape as the Eiffel Tower in Paris, in France.’ Stanley shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand, looking towards the large construction looming into the sky. ‘They’ve got a zoo in there, someone told me, with lions and bears, apparently. And an aquarium with all sorts of fishes from all over the world.’

         Jessie watched the Hampson twins pushing their way past the people in front of them. Tommy knocked one man’s bowler hat off. She could hear them laughing as they ran towards the Tower.

         ‘Just look at those two,’ she said, seeing Clara’s look of distaste and hastening to distance herself and Arthur from the twins.

         ‘About time they grew up.’ Arthur grimaced.

         ‘It’ll take a lot for them two to grow up; they’re a right pest in work with their messing about.’ Stanley put his arm around his wife. ‘So? The Tower, the fairground, or what, Clara?’

         ‘The pier first, please,’ Clara said, reading some of the posters on a noticeboard. ‘Look, there’s a music hall with minstrels and pierrots.’ She pointed to one poster. ‘And an Oompah band.’

         ‘There’s a children’s Punch and Judy show at ten o’clock on the beach, it says here.’ Arthur peered at a notice stuck on a lamp post. ‘One for you, Jessie.’ He grinned.

         She tossed her head but spoiled the effect by laughing.

         ‘Actually, I love Punch and Judy,’ Clara confided, linking arms again with Jessie. ‘I often went to Brighten with my mother and 11father when I was a child. Saw Punch and Judy shows there. So…’ She put on a stern face and looked at Stanley and Arthur. ‘We’ll all go to watch it.’

         ‘Come on then.’ Arthur linked Jessie’s arm, guiding her through the rest of the mill group.

         At first she couldn’t take her eyes off the sea. It was nothing like she’d imagined; there seemed to be so many shades of dark blue and grey following strange swirls and lines before it rose and fell in splashing waves far out on the pale sand. And it was a long, long way before it met the sky in the distance.

         ‘Tide’s out,’ Stanley stated, watching her. ‘The sea’ll be closer this afternoon. We can go down on the beach later, if you fancy a paddle?’

         Jessie wasn’t sure. Would the water suck her in, she wondered, but said nothing in case the others laughed at her. She grasped Arthur’s arm tighter.

         ‘Let’s see everything else first.’ She felt him pull her hand to his side. She liked the feeling it gave her and smiled at him.

         They sauntered along the promenade, weaving through the crowds, the horse and carriages, the occasional noisy, slow-moving, shiny black cars. There were so many stalls. Jessie breathed in the sugary smell of the pink candyfloss, striped rock and toffee apples, but hurried past the tables with the small pots of smelly, grey cockles. She stopped with Clara to pick up and admire the engraved spoons and badges, miniature brooches of the Towers: souvenirs of Blackpool.

         ‘There’s so much to see.’ She felt slightly overwhelmed by the noise: people talking, laughing, shouting, a man playing an accordion. Jessie took in a deep breath and closed her eyes.

         ‘Are you all right?’ Clara sounded anxious.

         ‘Yes, fine.’ Jessie smiled, opening her eyes and looking around. ‘Just so much to see,’ she said again. ‘Oh, look.’ She pointed to a red and white hut on large thin wheels far out on the beach. A plump woman stood on steps at the side of it. ‘What’s she got on?’12

         ‘A bathing costume,’ Clara said. ‘I’ve seen them in a magazine.’

         ‘Goodness me.’ Jessie squinted to get a better look at the navy tunic and pantaloons that the woman wore. ‘Extraordinary!’

         But she was soon distracted. ‘Oh, look, is that the Punch and Judy show?’ She stood to get a better look. Children were sitting in a semi-circle in front of the booth. They could hear them laughing, the high-pitched tones of the Punch and Judy man.

         ‘It is.’ Clara clapped her hands.

         ‘Come on then.’ Arthur grabbed Jessie’s fingers and the four of them ran down the steps from the promenade onto the beach.

         
             

         

         ‘Let’s go on the pier now. It’s only thruppence to get on and I’ve been told there’s loads to do.’

         Jessie hadn’t enjoyed the Punch and Judy show after all. The inflections in the puppeteer’s high-pitched voice for Punch sounded grotesquely like Amos Morgan’s; at least that was what she’d imagined. And the violent way it had battered the Judy puppet with the baton had made her cringe. She felt it was wrong that everyone was laughing, though she hoped the others hadn’t noticed how upset she was; she didn’t want them to make fun of her.

         ‘You okay?’ Arthur murmured.

         ‘Fine.’

         ‘Bit odd, that Punch and Judy show.’

         ‘Yes.’ It was all he said, but she was glad he seemed to think the same way as she did.

         ‘Pier next?’ Stanley suggested, his arm around Clara.

         They hadn’t walked twenty steps on the pier before Jessie noticed the sea swirling underneath them. Her stomach lurched. It looked dark and menacing; nothing like it had from the promenade. As though it could suck her in. The salty smell floated up on the spray. It made her slightly nauseous.

         ‘I can feel the pier swaying. It’s a bit high up.’ She clung to Arthur, surprised that she liked the unexpected tautness of his muscles under her hand; liked the feeling of his protection.13

         ‘Oh, I do like to be beside the seaside,’ he sang, obvious in his efforts to distract her. He grinned at two girls who passed them.

         Jessie tugged at his arm, an unfamiliar sensation of jealousy disturbing her. ‘I’m sorry, Arthur, I don’t like this.’ She pointed at the wooden boarded pier floor.

         ‘But the show’s about to start. I can hear the National Anthem.’

         ‘I’m sorry, I don’t feel safe. You stay if you like but I need to leave.’

         ‘I’ll come with you.’ Clara linked her arm. ‘I’m not that bothered about a show anyway.’

         Jessie saw Stanley glance at Arthur, one eyebrow raised.

         ‘The Tower then? Or the fairground?’

         ‘The Tower,’ Clara said. ‘Please.’

         Jessie would have preferred the fairground, but she felt she’d already spoiled things a little by refusing to go any further on the pier. ‘Yes, the Tower,’ she said, ‘Let’s go there.’

         Stanley clapped his hands together. ‘And afterwards fish and chips in a cone?’

         ‘Should we?’ Clara looked doubtful. ‘Outside? Not sitting down at a table with a knife and fork. Isn’t it a little common?’

         ‘Aye, but who’s to see?’ he answered, giving her a squeeze.

         Jessie was looking forward to everything. But perhaps she wouldn’t tell her mother if they did have fish and chips in the street.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Squashed between two large women, swaying with the rhythm of the train, Jessie couldn’t get the image of the panther in the Tower menagerie out of her mind. She’d been surprised to find it made her angry. Its eyes looked sad as it paced backwards and forwards in front of them. She’d asked Arthur if he thought it was unhappy, but he’d said that the people in charge must know what they were doing. Jessie wasn’t so sure; that animal was trapped where it wasn’t supposed to be. It must be awful to be trapped in a life you hated.14

         I wouldn’t be able to bear it, she thought, glancing across to the opposite bench where Clara was already asleep, resting against her husband, her face shadowed in the low gaslight above her head. Jessie often wondered how Clara felt, living in that tiny terraced cottage she and Stanley rented on Station Road. When she’d talked about her life before she met him, it was evidently a far cry from her married life; the large house she’d grown up in, surrounded by fields. And yet they were so clearly in love. Even as Jessie watched, she saw Stanley reach for Clara’s hand, hold it gently between his.

         The compartment was quiet. It seemed everyone was as tired as she was. Arthur had given up his seat to a mother with a sleeping baby and was leaning against the wall of the corridor. She was relieved the sliding door was closed; she could see the fug of cigarette smoke above the heads of the men alongside him.

         And she was also relieved he wasn’t sitting next to her anymore. If she wasn’t careful, she could easily give away how her feelings towards him had changed over the last few hours. It puzzled her. The easy relationship, the companionship she’d felt for as long as she could recall, was sliding into something else, at least for her. This new feeling, was it love? She didn’t know. It wasn’t something she’d felt before for anyone, this yearning need to touch Arthur, to hold his hand. Let him hold hers. She wanted to tell him, and yet she wouldn’t. Couldn’t. It would change things forever between them. There’d be no going back to what they’d had.

         Jessie shifted in the seat, easing away from the woman’s elbow. It had been a strange day altogether. Although they hadn’t left enough time to go to the fairground, she’d enjoyed most of it. Seeing the sea for the first was a thrill − the fear she’d felt on the pier had faded a little. And it had been lovely to spend proper time with Clara.

         She would have chosen to go to the fairground rather than the aquarium in the Tower. Dark, like a cave, with each tank of fish set into grey rock and divided by low misshapen archways, she’d felt trapped, unable to get enough air. The only sounds had been the subdued murmurs of other people and the rustling of clothes. She 15hadn’t wanted to make a fuss but had been relieved when the others were ready to leave.

         Outside Arthur told her that the walls of the aquarium were made of rock from a place called Matlock, where his father was born. The matter-of-fact way he’d then said that he was killed in a railway accident near Manchester shocked her. She hadn’t known what to say. It was the first time she’d heard him mention his dad in all the time they’d known one another. They were both quiet on their way back to the railway station. Jessie wondered if telling her had made him as sad as she felt.

         Lulled by the gentle snores of the women beside her, she closed her eyes.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Britain at war. This wasn’t the way the day was supposed to end.

         Jessie was last out of the compartment and by the time she stepped onto the platform the crowds had thinned to a few stragglers. Arthur was waiting for her by the dimly lit stationmaster’s office, his hands thrust into his trouser pockets, his cap perched on the back of his head.

         ‘Britain at war,’ she said to Arthur, pointing at the newspaper stand at the far end of the platform. The fear had not subsided.

         He nodded, his face serious; the earlier excitement faded. Or hidden, Jessie thought.

         ‘Stanley and Clara said to say goodnight,’ he said. ‘Clara was a bit upset.’ He swung around as she joined him and they walked side by side out onto the road.

         ‘Yes, I saw her. I hope she’ll be all right.’ Jessie had a cold sickly sensation in her stomach. ‘What will it mean? Britain being at war?’ She’d asked the question but didn’t want the answer.

         ‘I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see, I suppose.’

         Almost the same words he’d used earlier at the menagerie, that 16awful place with those poor animals. They hadn’t a clue what was happening to them, she thought, just like we don’t know now. She tried to imagine what war would mean, but failed. All she was sure of was that she was scared. And that it was a feeling she would have to live with for however long the war went on.

         Jessie stopped to look up into the night sky; the moon was a pale disc, the stars white pinpricks in the darkness.

         ‘Thank you, Arthur. I’m glad you persuaded me to go…’

         Her voice sounded shrill, brittle. The trip and the new secret feeling she felt for him were tainted now by what was to come – a war. Still, it was what he expected her to say, she knew that.

         ‘I’m glad too.’

         ‘I need to get home to Mam.’ She would have to talk to him about his father another time.

         ‘Yes.’

         She expected that, at eleven o’clock at night, except for the others leaving the station, the streets would be deserted. But women were standing on the doorsteps of their terraced houses. Crying. Groups of men were huddled in the pools of light under the gas lamps, their faces an odd mix of excitement and terror.

         Arthur stopped by an older man standing on his own. His eyes were bleak when he faced Arthur.

         ‘Heard anything else other than we’re at war with Germany, mate?’

         ‘Ain’t that enough? The man stared at Arthur. ‘Things ain’t going to be the same ever again.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         ‘Mam? Why are you sitting in the dark? Are you all right?’

         Jessie closed the back door and went through the bakery to the kitchen. The room was only dimly lit with one gas mantle turned low. Crossing to the hall, she hung her suit jacket on the stand and then went to the sideboard to get a box of matches and a taper.17

         ‘Have you heard?’ Her mother’s voice was hoarse.

         ‘Yes.’ Jessie struck a match and held it to a thin taper. Pulling at the chain to turn on the gas, she carefully held it towards the mantle. ‘Yes, I have.’ She tried to keep her voice steady; she needed to stay calm if only for her mother’s sake. ‘Let’s not talk about it tonight, we’ll feel better when we know more tomorrow.’

         ‘I’m frightened, Jessie.’

         ‘Don’t be.’ A soft popping sound accompanied the glow of light.

         ‘I’ve told her not to be.’

         The voice made Jessie jump. Hot wax from the taper fell onto her hand.

         ‘What are you doing here?’

         Amos Morgan had his hand on the back of her mother’s chair. As though he belonged; as though he had a right to be standing in their kitchen. So close to her mam.

         ‘What are you doing here?’ she said again, her tone sharper, seeing his complacent expression as the light from the mantle grew brighter.

         ‘Jessie, where are your manners?’ Dorothy’s eyes were bloodshot, her face puffy. ‘Mr Morgan thought I might need some company with you not being here.’

         The implied accusation hovered.

         ‘How did he know I wasn’t here?’

         Neither of them answered. Jessie saw the man’s fingers lift, as if to touch her mother’s shoulder.

         ‘Well, I’m here now, so you may go, Mr Morgan. I’ll see to Mother.’

         She shifted to let him go past her, his usual limping walk seeming exaggerated somehow. His mouth lifted in a sardonic smile. He tapped the brim of his bowler hat at her.

         Horrid man, Jessie thought, looking straight into his eyes. She didn’t miss the flicker of dislike in his answering glance.

         The windows rattled when he slammed the back door.

         ‘You shouldn’t be like that with him, Jessie. He was only being 18kind.’ Dorothy blew her nose. ‘He knew I’d be frightened.’ She stood. ‘I’m going to bed, now you’re home – at last.’

         Jessie flinched and she resented the instant guilt. ‘You knew I’d be late. And that man wasn’t being kind, Mam, he’s after something, I know he is. I’ve seen how he is with you in the shop. And now he’s here in our kitchen? He’s after something. You mark my words.’

         She flopped onto the chair her mother had been sitting on. ‘Mark my words,’ she muttered, gazing into the barely lit shifting coals.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         6 August

         ‘I went through both newspapers on my way ’ere.’ Bob perched on the high stool in the corner of the bakery by the window, his leg jiggling rapidly in excitement. He took a gulp of tea. ‘By that’s good; I was spittin’ feathers coming up Union Street this morning. That’s some ’ill, Missus.’ He took another slurp. Shook the paper, whistling, a long tuneless sound. ‘It’s a rum do, that’s for sure. See ’ere…’ He shook the pages of the Nether Brook Chronicle. ‘They’re quoting from the Manchester Courier. Listen to this. “Englishmen do your duty,” Bob paused to look up at them. ‘Listen to what they say next. “And keep your country out of a wicked and stupid war.”’ He raised his eyebrows.

         Jessie stopped scrubbing the wooden table, waiting while he folded the paper with deliberation.

         ‘But the County News ’ere…’ He picked up the second newspaper. ‘It’s printed the speech that the Prime Minister’s made to Parliament. He says there are two reasons we’re going to war—’

         ‘I need something from the shop,’ Dorothy interrupted.

         ‘What is it?’ Jessie looked up from the table. ‘I’ll get it—’

         ‘No, I’ll go.’ Her mother almost ran to the door.

         Jessie stared after her. ‘She’s frightened,’ she said quietly. ‘Amos 19Morgan’s told her we could be invaded by the Germans, that they are a monstrous nation.’

         ‘It says…’ It was as if Bob hadn’t noticed or heard. He slowly read the words. ‘Mr Asquith says if he’s asked what we are fighting for, ’e can say in two sentences.’ Bob shook the paper and peered closer to the print. ‘“First, to fulfil a solemn international obligation.”’ He stumbled over the words and looked challengingly at Jessie before continuing. ‘“An obligation which, if it had been entered into between private persons, would have been regarded as an obligation, not only of law but of honour, which no self-respecting man could possibly have—”’ Bob stopped before dragging out the last word, syllable by syllable; ‘“repudiated…”’

         ‘I’m not sure what that means.’ Jessie rested the heels of her hands on the edge of the table.

         ‘I think ’e’s saying we got to go to war or be ashamed.’ Bob’s lips moved silently as he read the next bit. ‘Oh, he says we have to fight, we ’ave to protect small countries from being crushed…’ He read silently again, his forehead furrowed before adding, ‘He says we ’ave to go to war to stop powerful countries such as Germany just doing what they want.’

         ‘At this rate we won’t be ready to open up.’ Dorothy reappeared, rolling her overall sleeves higher. Jessie noticed her mother’s hands, empty of whatever she’d gone into the shop for, were shaking. She gave Bob a warning glance.

         He jumped off the stool and put his empty mug into the sink. ‘First lot of loaves’ll be ready by now.’ Slipping his hands into the thick cotton gloves, he went towards the oven. ‘Don’t worry Mrs Jenkins; they say it’ll all be over in months, if not weeks. We’ll put that lot in their place and then we can get on as though nothing happened.’

         
             

         

         ‘What d’you think your mother will do?’ Bob rested his hands on top of the long sweeping brush and balanced his chin on them.

         ‘What about?’ Jessie leaned against the back door frame, 20watching him sweep the last of the soapsuds into the grid in the middle of the yard. She straightened up, taking off her cap and untying her overall.

         ‘The bakery, of course, dopey. All this talk of the war. It has to affect it somehow. You don’t know what…’

         Jessie frowned, waiting for him to finish what he was saying, but he stopped. Banging the wet brush against the house wall to knock off the worst of the water, he followed her into the bakery.

         ‘It’s nothing to do with us.’

         ‘Course it is. You heard what I read out this morning.’

         ‘Seems to me from what you read that the government can’t properly decide, even though they’ve said we’re at war,’ Jessie shrugged.

         ‘The papers said there’s trouble in Ireland as well; like civil war, ’cause of our government and this Home Rule thing. Summat to do with a general strike. And we all know Ireland in’t too fond of the British at the moment. Bit close to home that. What if they take sides with any bugger that don’t like Britain either?’

         ‘You’re just trying to frighten me, Bob Clegg.’ She gave an uncertain laugh. He didn’t answer. ‘And, anyway,’ she added, ‘people will still want bread, won’t they?’

         She hung her overall on one of the hooks by the door. She couldn’t worry about it; at least she’d try not to. Amos Morgan, and his mithering of her mother, was enough to be fretting about.

         Bob draped his overall next to hers and added his cap over it. ‘You’re right, of course. We’ll still ’ave customers.’ He grinned at her. ‘Right! If you and your mam can manage, I’m off. I’ll see you tomorrow. He dithered in the doorway. ‘We’re a good team, the three of us, aren’t we?’

         ‘We are.’ Jessie smiled.

         ‘See you…’

         ‘Okay. See you tomorrow then.’

         He laughed when she gave him a quick hug.

         ‘Crikeybobs,’ he said. ‘Soft ha’porth.’21

         But she saw him blush and she giggled; he was always so easy to tease.

         He closed the gate behind him, whistling his usual long monotonous one-note whistle. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         August

         Over the next week, things changed in the shop. There was either a stunned silence between the customers as they waited to be served, or an almost uncontrollable buzz of excitement.

         ‘I went down to Manchester. There were Union Jacks everywhere and in all the pubs chaps were singing around the pianos.’ A redfaced man rocked on his heels and spoke through the stem of the pipe clenched between his teeth. ‘It were grand.’

         One of the woman nodded, the green feather in her hat flicking to and fro. ‘And they say that when the Royals appeared on the balcony of Buckingham Palace in London, there was great cheering.’

         ‘And have you seen the trams? All decorated,’ someone else said. ‘And with music playing in them—’

         ‘Rule Britannia, I heard.’

         There was a general murmur of amusement and pleasure.

         ‘Quite right.’ This from Mrs Underwood, wife of the local councillor, Jessie noted. ‘My husband organised that in celebration of our standing up for what is right.’

         ‘That’ll be tuppence ha’penny, Mrs Underwood.’ Jessie handed the tissue-wrapped bread over the counter. ‘Next, please.’ She looked over the shoulder of the woman, who showed no sign of moving.

         ‘And he’s organised the Nether Brook brass band to march with the first lot of volunteers.’ The woman looked at Dorothy and Jessie. ‘Will that lad of yours be signing up, Mrs Jenkins? That Bob?’

         ‘We wouldn’t know.’ Jessie spoke briskly. ‘Now, next please?’22

         But there was no stopping Mrs Underwood. ‘If all the able-bodied young men go, my husband says it will be over in no time.’

         ‘Should do it quickly before it’s over,’ her friend next to her agreed. ‘They say they’re going to put on special trains to take the volunteers off to war. I’d be proud if my Charlie went to fight for king and country.’

         Jessie looked across at the small woman. ‘But he’s only fourteen, Mrs Herbert.’

         She shrugged. ‘He knows his duty. Fighting to make England a better place.’

         ‘Quite right. And, according to them in Parliament, we will be much better off after the fighting.’ The red-faced man pointed his pipe at anyone who would look at him. ‘And they must know.’

         ‘Well, I don’t know…’ This time it was the old woman that Jessie’s mother was now serving. ‘They say there are guns that can kill more men faster than ever before—’

         ‘Oh, shame on you, Mrs Ebsworth.’

         ‘Be quiet, woman.’

         The queue subsided into a low muttering. They shifted, making a passageway for the old woman to walk through to leave the shop. At the door she turned, clutching her basket to her, and lifting her chin, said, ‘Mark my words, we’ll be sorry we got taken in by them in charge. We will.’

         ‘I do wish everybody would stop talking about it,’ Dorothy whispered, looking out of the corner of her eyes at Jessie. ‘I don’t know what to think. It all just scares me to death.’

         ‘I know, Mam.’ Jessie forced a smile to serve the next customer.

         When the man with the pipe stood at the counter, he blew a cloud of smoke towards them. Jessie wafted her hand in front of her face, biting her lip to stop herself from telling him just what she thought of his manners.

         ‘Mr Horrocks?’

         ‘I’ll have two scones and a muffin,’ he said. ‘Glad to see you’ve got young Jessie here doing something useful, Missus.’ He pointed the 23pipe at Jessie. She fought back the urge to snatch it from him. ‘Keeping her busy will stop her joining in with that there stuff those silly Suffragette women are doing all over the place. Mrs Horrocks were accosted by a group of ’em last week outside the market hall. Scared her out of her wits, they did—’

         ‘Mrs Horrocks?’ Dorothy handed change over to the young mother who was juggling a shopping bag with a wailing baby.

         ‘Wanted her to join them. She told me she said she had enough to do looking after me and the house. And quite right.’ He looked around to address the fresh audience of customers standing behind him. ‘Upsetting decent women with their dangerous ideas. I told Mrs Horrocks, there’ll be no more of her going out on her own for the foreseeable future, not with the Germans and all the shenanigans those women have brought to our doorstep.’

         ‘And what shenanigans would that be, sir?’

         Jessie looked up in surprise. Clara Duckworth stood with her hand on the shop door handle, a calm, quizzical expression on her face. She nodded a greeting to Jessie before saying, ‘Ah, you mean us trying to get the vote for women – the same rights that you men have? Those shenanigans?’

         The veins in his cheeks and nose flushed even more, his jaw set, teeth clamped. A line of spittle linked his lips to the pipe when he half-turned and took it from his mouth. But he wouldn’t face Clara when he spoke, looking up to the ceiling.

         ‘Violence, burning houses, letterboxes, breaking windows. Need I go on?’

         ‘You obviously are not in possession of the facts, sir. Not all women have resorted to those actions. There are Suffragettes and Suffragists, of which I am one of the latter. We believe in peaceful protest—’

         ‘And if I was old enough I would have joined the Suffrage movement as well,’ Jessie blurted out. ‘Sorry, Mam,’ she said, seeing Dorothy’s agitation. ‘But I would.’ She had never thought about it before, but she was determined to side with her friend.24

         Clara flashed her a grateful smile and continued. ‘Nevertheless, sir, you may like to know that Mrs Pankhurst has called for all of us to put our just cause on hold because we are at war. She has asked for women to help with the war effort. I myself will be working on a local farm, on the land to help our country. What will you be doing, Mr … er?’

         ‘Humph!!’

         Jessie stifled a giggle, passed his order over to him and watched as he counted out the exact amount of coins. Without making eye contact with anyone, he marched out of the shop.

         Jessie grinned at Clara. ‘Time for a cuppa? That all right, Mam? Will you manage for a bit?’

         ‘Of course.’ Dorothy nodded. ‘First time I’ve seen anyone shut that man up,’ she said, smiling, relief in her voice.

         A burst of laughter lightened the mood.

         Until they were all halted by a loud voice.

         ‘I don’t know about working on the land’. There was sneer in his tone. ‘But I’d certainly volunteer to go and fight if I could…’

         Amos Morgan elbowed his way through the group of women. He jostled Clara Duckworth on purpose as he limped past her.

         ‘But as you all know, it’s impossible for me.’ He stopped at the counter. ‘I’ll have my usual loaf, Mrs Jenkins.’

         ‘These ladies are before you—’ Jessie set her mouth. Ignorant man!

         ‘I’ll serve Mr Morgan,’ Dorothy said quickly, ignoring the murmurs of annoyance from the queue.

         Amos Morgan smirked.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         ‘Thanks for this, Jessie. I was a bit shaken up by that horrid man.’

         ‘Well, I wouldn’t have known it; you were so calm. Mr Horrocks is such an opinionated man he needed taking down a peg or two. And it’s no problem. Mother said she could manage and I’m glad 25of the break now the morning rush is over.’ Jessie spooned tea leaves carefully into the warmed pot. She really wanted to tell Clara about Amos Morgan and her mother, how worried she was, but found herself saying, ‘Now, I want to hear all your news. We haven’t seen one another since Blackpool.’

         ‘I’ve been meaning to call round but things have been hectic.’

         ‘It sounds to have been. But why a farm, Clara?’ It wasn’t something Jessie could imagine: Clara was far too elegant.

         ‘It was Lady Constance’s idea. You know, from the Manor?’

         ‘I know of her, but she never comes into the shop.’ Jessie waved the spoon around, thinking. ‘Well, she won’t do her own shopping, will she?’

         ‘No, I suppose not. Thanks.’ Clara took the cup and saucer from Jessie. ‘Anyway, she called the first meeting. She’s in charge of this area, of our group of Suffragists. After Mrs Pankhurst gave us the order to stop activities for the duration of the war, Lady Constance gathered us together to discuss what we should do. Although Mr Asquith is the bête noire of the Suffragettes, we must put that to one side, Jessie. Don’t you think so?’

         ‘I suppose.’ Jessie, feeling the slight panic she always felt when Clara started talking about politics, busied herself by cutting a slice of seed cake and sliding it onto one of their best china plates. ‘I mean, yes, yes, of course. Although he is a – er – problem to – the movement…’

         Her friend nodded in agreement. Jessie took in a breath of relief that she’d understood what Clara meant.

         ‘The Suffrage of women – of us – is so important.’ Jessie handed the plate to Clara, uncomfortably aware she hadn’t really given any thought to such matters.

         ‘Thanks, that looks lovely.’ Clara smiled. ‘Of course, Mr Lloyd George, you know, the Chancellor of the Exchequer…?’ Jessie nodded. ‘He has such wonderful ideas for reforms for the welfare of the country, including his belief in our cause. He would be quite perfect as the Prime Minister, don’t you agree, Jessie?’26

         ‘Yes, I read something about that the other day…’ As soon as she’d spoken, Jessie worried that Clara would ask her something about the non-existing newspaper article. She glanced up at her friend, saw the spark of humour in her eyes and grinned. ‘I didn’t really. I know so little about what goes on outside this place, Clara. But I love listening to you.’

         Clara laughed, a kind, gentle laugh. ‘And I like telling you about our movement. Another year or two and you’ll be able to join us.’

         ‘I will. I’d love to.’ Heat rose in Jessie’s face. ‘I believe we are equal to men…’

         ‘Better in some ways. Well, than some men.’ Clara pulled a face, but laughed again.

         ‘Such as that horrid Mr Horrocks – and Amos Morgan,’ Jessie added, grimacing. She wanted to get back on safer ground. ‘So, tell me, Clara, why a farm, it doesn’t sound like your kind of thing.’

         ‘Some of the single women said they would work in the munitions factory in Manchester. Apparently, the government will be recruiting for more workers. But I don’t think I could stand being cooped up in a factory all day. Stanley agrees. I’ve said I’d rather work on a farm. Lady Constance asked around local farms to see if any help was needed and she found Tibbet’s.’ She waved vaguely towards the window. ‘That big old place on the moor above the mill.’

         ‘I know it.’ Jessie took a sip of her tea. ‘Mrs Tibbet comes into the shop every now and then.’ She poured the tea into cups. ‘Bit grumpy?’

         ‘Yes, he is rather,’ Clara said. ‘Lady Constance went with me to talk to the farmer.’ She frowned. ‘I had the feeling he thought I wouldn’t be useful, would you believe? But his wife was lovely and, of course, I wouldn’t see much of him; I’ll be helping Mrs Tibbet. She told us that she can show me how to make cheese, look after the poultry. She said the two labourers they had working for them have already volunteered, which was rather foolish of them because they could have stayed, with farming being so necessary for the 27country.’ She took a breath and glanced across at Jessie. ‘And Mrs Tibbet wears breeches, would you believe?’

         ‘No!’ Jessie held her slice of cake half in and half out of her mouth.

         ‘Yes.’ Clara nodded. ‘She says they are far more practical. And…’ She giggled. ‘She said she would lend me some of hers. Though I doubt they would fit; she’s only tiny – and rather round. So, I might buy some of my own.’

         ‘Would you dare?’ The thought of any woman wearing men’s breeches sounded scandalous to Jessie. ‘I read once in a newspaper about two women appearing in public in men’s clothes and being arrested for not being natural.’

         ‘Mrs Tibbet looked perfectly natural, Jessie. She took me out to the barn and some of the hens had laid their eggs in the loft, so she went up the ladder to get them. I’m sure if she’d worn a skirt it wouldn’t have been as easy for her.’

         ‘Hmm, I suppose.’

         ‘She says I might have to do the same. Climb the ladder, I mean.’ Clara raised her eyebrows in alarm. Jessie couldn’t help laughing. Clara giggled again. ‘Apparently the hens are always going up there.’

         ‘My goodness!’

         ‘I’d only wear the breeches on the farm, of course,’ Clara added hastily. ‘Stanley said he wouldn’t mind. Mrs Tibbet said they’d pay me ten shillings a week, which is rather good, I thought. I’ve never earned a wage before.’

         Nor me, Jessie thought; she earned what her mother called spending money. She felt a tinge of jealousy that instantly made her feel guilty. ‘How will you get there?’

         ‘Bicycle. And Stanley says he’ll walk me there when he can.’

         ‘Won’t he miss you?’

         Clara paused. ‘Knowing Stanley, he’ll volunteer if they need more men to join the army. He says they will.’

         She nodded, for a few seconds lost in her own thoughts, before straightening in her chair and smiling brightly.28

         ‘You know him; he’s a man who always believes in doing the right thing. He won’t shirk his duty – what he thinks is his duty. Which is why he thinks I should do mine now, since Lady Constance has made such an effort to find me this place at Tibbet’s’.

         ‘Until the government asks for volunteers, we’ll have Saturday afternoons together and Sundays. I won’t be on the farm at all on Sundays.’ She took another bite of the cake. ‘This really is delicious.’

         ‘It’s not our very good seedcake; it’s the one we make from the leftover dough and dripping. Though I do tend to put more brown sugar and caraway seeds in it than in our best.’

         ‘Well, it’s lovely.’

         ‘Thanks. Anyway, they say this war will be over by Christmas, so perhaps you won’t have to do it for long… Up at the farm.’

         ‘Oh, I’m looking forward to doing my bit. However long it takes.’

         ‘You get time off on Sundays. We will still be able to get together sometimes, then? Meet up for a walk somewhere? If Stanley does go?’

         ‘Oh, yes.’ Clara frowned. ‘But I don’t really want to think about that.’

         ‘Of course not.’ What a thing to say. What on earth was she thinking? ‘Sorry.’

         ‘Never mind…’ Clara paused, her eyes widened. ‘I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you and I go to a cinematograph show in Manchester? I read in the newspaper that there’s a new one on, with that actor Charlie Chaplin, at the Trocadero Picture Palace. Stanley won’t mind, he only asked the other day if I’d seen you since Blackpool. What do you think?’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes, why not?’

         ‘I’ve never been there. I know Arthur went, when it first opened, with some friends. But I haven’t been, of course.’

         Clara laughed and clapped her hands. ‘Oh, do say yes, Jessie, it’ll be fun. Just the two of us. How daring will that be? Of course it will have to be the afternoon performance; it wouldn’t be seemly to be 29out on our own at night. And I’m sure Stanley will escort us there and back.’

         It took only a second for Jessie to answer. It would be an escape from all the talk of war. ‘Why not?’ She echoed her friend’s words. ‘Why not?’
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         ‘Oh, I did enjoy that. I loved the orchestra playing to all the fast bits and I don’t think I’ve laughed as much since this horrid war was declared.’

         ‘I loved that bit when he was outside on that balcony and it started to rain and the policemen thought he was a burglar.’

         ‘And me. Oh, look, there’s Stanley.’ Clara waved. ‘Like I said, he insisted on waiting for us till the film finished. He didn’t think it right we would be on our own.’

         ‘Enjoy that, ladies?’ Her husband touched the neb of his cap.

         ‘That Chaplin fellow, he’s so funny.’ Clara stretched up to give him a quick kiss. ‘And, during the interval we ordered tea and biscuits and they brought it to our seats.’

         ‘Thank you for treating us, Stanley. I should pay you, you know.’

         ‘Nonsense. You are very welcome. What’s eight pennies when they’re spent on my lovely wife and her friend? Good seats?’

         ‘Wonderful.’

         ‘Though I was glad I only wore this.’ Jessie touched the low crown of her blue hat. ‘Did you hear the man behind us complaining about the hat of the lady sitting next to me?’

         ‘Oh, piffle.’ Clara laughed. ‘He could have moved. A lady can’t go out without a hat.’ She ran her hand over the long green feather fastened to the band on her own hat. ‘Silly man.’

         She moved in between Jessie and Stanley and linked arms with both of them. ‘There were a few different little films; something for everyone, I thought, didn’t you, Jessie?’ Clara didn’t wait for an 30answer. ‘And an interesting piece on Suffragettes in the news, Stanley. I’ll tell you about it later.’

         ‘I’m, sure you will, dearest.’ Stanley peered at her under her hat, smiling.

         ‘They showed a little of what it is like at the front and they collected for an ambulance to go there. I don’t think they let the cameramen see much, but I should think lots of the audience have brothers or fathers or husbands that have already volunteered, so it’s good they did that.’

         Jessie’s shoulders tightened. She’d hated seeing those images. She was glad Arthur was too young to go.

         Travelling home on the tram, she let the conversation between Clara and Stanley drift over her head. Trying to make sense of the new feelings she had for Arthur was difficult. Even thinking about it brought heat to her cheeks; she hoped her friend didn’t notice. The tram rattled to a stop and Clara turned from her husband to tug at her arm.

         With Stanley a little way in front of them, they walked slowly, savouring their time together until they stopped outside the shop.

         ‘I’ll see you again before I go to Tibbet’s.’ Clara hugged Jessie. ‘We’ll sort something out so we can do something like this again?’

         ‘Yes. Yes of course.’ All at once, Jessie felt very low. This war was going to make everything change.

         ‘We can. I promise. I’ll be in touch.’

         Jessie managed a smile, but it was difficult not to feel miserable. If she was older, even two years older, like Clara, she would have more control over her life.

         ‘You know,’ Clara said, ‘don’t you, that you are already helping.’ She waved her hand at the shop window. ‘You’re already doing a service to the country.’

         Not like you, Jessie thought. Not like you.

         But she had troubles closer to home.
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            Chapter 11

         

         ‘He gives me the creeps.’ Jessie stood alongside Bob, kneading the bread dough, her arms aching. She brushed a lock of her hair away from her face with her forearm.

         ‘Who?’ Still mixing the yeast into a large container of warm water, Bob stopped his usual, droning, low whistle and looked across the table at her.

         ‘You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said.’

         Jessie rested the fists of her hands on the dough and gazed through the bakery window. The sun had risen enough to be slanting diagonally across the yard, emphasising the dark corner by the outside lavatory. Jessie remembered when she was small, how frightened she’d been to go there first thing in the morning; how her father had waited by the back door of the bakery, talking to her all the while, until she emerged from the small dark building. She blinked, looked down at the table.

         ‘Amos Morgan. I can’t stand him, he gives me the creeps.’

         ‘Don’t stop, barmpot.’ Bob waved his free hand at her, still stirring the yeast mixture. ‘Don’t stop, we can’t have ’oles in the bread.’

         Jessie lifted the large lump of smooth dough and slapped it down onto the table. After giving it a few more thumps, she picked up a large knife and began cutting it into smaller pieces. ‘You don’t understand…’ She stabbed her knife through the dough. ‘That man – he’s never away.’ She squeezed her eyelids tight, forcing back the tears. ‘It’s only six months since Dad died.’

         Bob came around the table and put his arm over her shoulder. ‘I know, kid. It must be ’ard for you.’ He gave her a quick squeeze. ‘You and your dad were close, weren’t you?’

         She nodded. It was good of him to offer sympathy; he’d always been kind to her. Since her father had died, he’d been especially good and had taken on a lot of her work in the bakery. Sometimes he even helped in the shop when he should have gone home.

         ‘I need to get this lot in tins.’ She smiled at him. ‘Thanks.’32

         ‘It’s okay. We’re mates you and me, aren’t we? Yer can talk to me anytime.’

         He patted her shoulder and went back to the container, ladling flour and sugar into the yeast mixture. ‘I know what yer mean, though. He’s a queer bloke, for sure.’ He sprinkled in salt. ‘What d’you think ’e wants with your mother? Surely it’s too soon for ’er to be thinking…’ He didn’t finish his sentence.

         ‘I don’t know.’ Jessie shrugged. ‘I don’t understand Mam either.’ She formed balls of the dough and pressed them into each of the tins lined up in front of her.

         ‘’Ere, I’ll put that lot in. Last lot should be ready by now.’

         Bob opened the oven door and a rush of steam filled the bakery. He tipped the hot tins onto the slatted wooden worktop.

         ‘Think that’ll be enough for today.’

         It was a statement not a question; Bob was experienced enough for Jessie to accept what he said.

         She nodded, her face shiny with moisture. ‘I’ll start cleaning up.’

         They worked in silence, easy in one another’s company, Jessie scrubbing the table and Bob cleaning the used tins.

         Outside, sparrows fluttered and bickered around the pile of breadcrumbs she’d swept off the baking trays onto the steps in the yard.

         Before long, she heard her mother unbolt the shop door. Heard the subdued greetings of early customers. Not once did she hear her mother laugh and that made her sad. She sighed.

         Bob glanced at her. ‘You okay, kid?’

         ‘Everything’s changing so fast,’ she said. ‘What’s next, Bob? What else can happen?’

         She remembered her words later that day; it hadn’t taken long to find out.
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         ‘No, Mam. Dad’s only been dead a few months…’

         ‘Your father’s gone. I need to do this.’

         ‘Please say no.’

         The back door was open, letting in fresh air to counterbalance the heat from the oven. Jessie lined up the loaf tins due to be washed on the table.

         ‘Hush now. I’ve made up my mind. Mr Morgan will put money into the shop and he’s worked in a bakery before. Bread-making is a skill you don’t forget and I need him.’ She wouldn’t meet Jessie’s eyes. ‘I can’t manage on my own.’ There was an odd wheedling pitch in her voice. Her throat was flushed and mottled.

         ‘You’ve got me—’

         ‘Jessie—’

         ‘And Bob. Dad taught Bob all he knew; he’s a good baker.’ Jessie persisted. The thought of that man taking her father’s place sickened her. ‘If we need more help in the kitchen I could ask if Bob’s brother, Eddie, can come in sometimes. And I’m good in the shop.’

         ‘I’ve made up my mind.’ Her tone was sharper now. ‘You’re too young to understand.’ Her mother pulled a floral pinafore over her head and wrapped the ties around her, fastening them at the front.

         ‘I’m sixteen, I understand more than you think.’ Jessie felt the panic tightening her chest, hindering her breathing. ‘My Dad’s only been dead—’

         ‘Over six months.’ Her mother lifted the copper kettle off the range and poured the steaming water into the large sink. ‘He’s been gone more than six months.’

         She used a cloth to lift the lid off the kettle and began to fill it again with cold water. Steam hissed from the open top and the spout.

         ‘I can’t manage,’ she said again. ‘Try to understand, love.’

         She was struggling to hold onto the kettle while turning off the tap. Jessie took it from her and used both hands to stand it back on the range.34

         ‘I work in the bakery with Bob and, like I said, I can ask about Bob’s brother. And I’ll help more in the shop as well.’ She took her own pinafore from the hook and put it on. ‘Let me wash the tins.’

         She saw Dorothy’s shoulders rise and fall with a sigh. ‘A man around the place will make me feel safer.’

         ‘Safer from what?’ Jessie pushed for an answer.

         ‘From all this war business. It’s bad.’ Her mother took the tins from Jessie without looking at her and made a great clattering show of scrubbing them with the dishcloth. ‘We don’t know what will happen—’

         ‘This is about Amos Morgan saying the Germans will invade us, isn’t it? You do know he only said that to scare you, don’t you, Mam? To get his feet under the table?’

         ‘Why do you think you know better, our Jessie?’ The words were harsh, but the tone was coaxing.

         ‘Why does he?’

         Her mother sighed again. ‘Bob may leave us to join up. He’s nineteen, plenty old enough. We’ll need Mr Morgan if that happens, surely you realise that?’

         ‘No, I don’t. Why him?’ Jessie knew she was being stubborn.

         Her mother’s next words made her drop the tin she was holding, crash onto the stone floor. ‘What did you say, Mam?’

         ‘I said we’re going to be married on Saturday, after we close up here.’

         
             

         

         That night her mother’s words came back to her, frightening her so much she sat up in bed. Bob was old enough to volunteer for the army. What if Arthur was daft enough to do the same? But he was only sixteen. Surely he wouldn’t be accepted? She settled back on the pillow. Once they knew his age they’d say he was too young. But wars sometimes lasted for years. Arthur might have to fight.

         The fear tightened her throat and she swallowed, squeezing her eyes shut against the quick tears.35

         Everything had changed for her on that day in Blackpool. Whether he would ever know, or even care, she knew she loved him − was in love with him. And she couldn’t lose him.
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