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Chapter 1

Ruby Jenkins pushed the kitchen door open with her bottom and dragged the heavy bundle of dirty laundry tied up in a sheet through the doorway. The smell of boiling washing filled the house. She took off her coat and beret and flicked her dark hair away from her eyes. She would have to get her mother to cut her wild hair soon - it was getting out of control. Ruby stood for a moment or two looking at her father sitting hunched in the chair next to the fire. Every time she looked at him, she couldn’t believe this was the man who’d gone off to be a soldier just five years ago, 10 September 1914. Thomas Jenkins had been so proud when he came home from work and told them he had joined the army. He had taken the King’s shilling. He was going to fight for his King and country. The reason she remembered it so well was because it was the day after her ninth birthday.

Her father looked up. ‘Hello, love.’ He grinned. ‘All right then?’

Tears filled her brown-speckled eyes and she nodded. He used to be a tall, upright man; now he was broken and sad.

‘I’m cold,’ he said, pulling the old blanket he always had wrapped round his shoulders tighter.

‘That you, our Ruby? You got that washing?’ yelled her mother from the washhouse at the back of the house.

‘Yes, Mum.’ She smiled when her mother called her ‘our Ruby’; it made her feel very precious. ‘Mum, Mrs Barton said could she have it back be Friday.’

Mary Jenkins came into the kitchen. She pushed back her damp hair and wiped the beads of perspiration from her forehead with the bottom of her overall. ‘Well, let’s hope the weather stays fine. It looks a bit like rain - that’ll be all I need.’

It was almost the end of October; Ruby’s fourteenth birthday had come and gone. There hadn’t been any celebrations and she had wanted to find work immediately, but her mother told her she would be more use at home; she needed her help doing the washing and collecting and delivering it. Ruby would have loved some money to spend on herself. She never had any as every penny had to go to help the household. They weren’t the only ones suffering. As she walked round the streets in Rotherhithe it upset her to see the many sad men, who once must have had good jobs, standing with trays hanging round their necks, selling matches, bootlaces and the like. Worst of all were the cripples sitting on the pavement with a cardboard sign next to them saying: ‘Kitchener needed me. Now I need you’ that made her turn away. Ruby had nothing to put in the cloth cap in front of them. And she knew things would get worse for everybody now the weather was beginning to turn wintry.

She stood in the kitchen and took in all the poverty they now had to endure. So much of their home had finished up in the pawnshop with no hope of it ever being redeemed. All they owned was a table and four chairs, none of them matching, and two very tatty brown brocade armchairs that Ruby and her younger brother Tom had found in a derelict house. They had laughed and giggled as they dragged them home but it wasn’t really funny when the horsehair stuffing  constantly spilt out when anyone sat on them. She looked at the cracked mirror over the fireplace, which came from another of her and Tom’s scavenging expeditions. Even her mother’s prized possession, the brass fender that had ‘Waste Not Want Not’ written on it, had long since been sold. Only a solitary clock stood on the mantelpiece; there were no ornaments.

In one room, Ruby and Tom slept on a thick feather mattress. There was no bed and only one blanket: they used coats to cover them. Last winter had been bitter and they had had to huddle together to keep warm. Ruby had hated scraping the frost off the inside of the window every morning. She remembered the chilblains she’d had on her hands and feet and said a silent, desperate prayer: Don’t let it be so cold this year.

Her mother and father shared the other room. Her mother had determined to keep her bed, she said it reminded her of happier times. Ruby recalled the day she came to this house with her mother to look at the rooms. Mr Cox, the old man who lived there, said he would be prepared to move upstairs and let them have the downstairs for a minimal rent, just two shillings a week. That was a lot less than the five shillings her mother had struggled to find each week when they lived further up the road at number sixty Hill Street. Mr Cox was a bachelor and lived alone, and as part of the agreement her mother had to do his washing and cooking, as there weren’t any facilities upstairs.

Ruby didn’t like him. He was short and fat, and smelt of beer and stale pee. She hated it when he threw his dirty washing down the stairs. She would pick up his dirty underpants and socks as if they were about to bite her. If she came out of the closet and found him standing there, she always wondered whether he had been watching her through the  knotholes in the wooden door. Sometimes, when he came down and sat at the table with them, Ruby found his eyes were on her. Thankfully most of the time he ate upstairs alone. Once she had told her mother her worries, but Mary had dismissed them as being silly.

‘Why would he be interested in a slip of a girl like you? He’s been good to us and he sits and talks to your father. So don’t you go upsetting him with your childish notions.’

Ruby was shocked when she found out from the girls at school what men wanted from young girls. Was it just childish notions?

She particularly hated it when her mother was cooking something special Mr Cox had bought for himself, which her family would not be sharing. The succulent smell of meat or fish would almost make her mouth water.

Every time Ruby passed her old house a lump would come to her throat and she’d give a little smile at her fond memories. The front room with its lace curtains always gave out the lovely scent of lavender polish when the door was opened. Her mother used to polish the brown leather three-piece suite with so much pride. The front doorstep was religiously whitened every morning. Gawd help you if you stepped on it and left a dirty footprint, you’d end up with a clip round the ear. Now all that had gone. Ruby looked down at her black button boots. They were scruffy, dirty and too small for her, they hurt as they rubbed the many darns in her lisle stockings. She remembered when her boots were new; now the soles were worn through and there was only cardboard stuffed inside between her feet and the ground. The thought of the winter and wet feet made her shudder. Before the war her father had worked in the biscuit factory. He’d had a good job and they hadn’t gone hungry and her mother hadn’t had to do other people’s washing - and, best of all, she’d gone to school. One  at a time she gently ran her boot up the back of her legs to try to bring the shine back.

‘Ruby, bring that load out here and sort through it,’ her mother interrupted her thoughts. Mary Jenkins was a proud hard-working woman who kept the two rooms and kitchen with its range for cooking, plus the washhouse, which had running water and a boiler, as clean as she could. They were lucky they only had to share the outside closet with the old man, not like some round their way. Sometimes as many as six families had to share. Her mother fed them as best as the pittance she got for taking in washing allowed, making sure Mr Cox upstairs always had the best of whatever they had.

Ruby smoothed down her grey frock. It had once belonged to her mother and fitted her well enough, but now her bosoms were developing it was getting tight and cutting under her arms. How she wished for some new clothes. Tom was now wearing a pair of his father’s trousers that her mother had cut down to fit him. They were much too big and the legs hung down well below his knees. She said he would grow into them. Tom hadn’t complained, he said they would help to keep his knees warm in the winter. As far as Ruby could see things were never going to get any better. She sighed as she pushed and heaved the bundle into the washhouse. Even though it was cold outside the heat and steam in the small room was overpowering.

Her mother, a thin wiry woman, was at the sink scrubbing shirt collars and cuffs up and down the wooden washboard. Her straight grey hair always escaped from its hairclip and fell round her face. She tucked the offending hair behind her ear. ‘Somehow that woman always manages to get a navy sock in her load. It’s not the first time that everything’s gone blue and I’ve had to wash that load all over again. I’ve nearly finished here, so when you’ve done that you can help me take that lot  out of the copper and put it through the mangle,’ she said over her shoulder.

‘Can Tom help me?’

‘He’s had to go and get me some soap.’

Ruby tied the thick sacking apron round her waist and stood on the box next to her mother. Although she was as tall as her mother now she felt safer on the box as she leaned over the bubbling copper. Very carefully she wound the washing round and round the stick. She was always terrified of splashing the boiling water over herself as she pulled up as much washing as she could hold, then gently lowered it into the tin bath that stood next to her.

Her mother helped her carry the tin bath to the deep sink and tip the clothes out just as Tom came bounding through the scullery.

‘Just bumped into that Ernie Wallis. D’you know, he told me he was gonner take some of Mum’s customers away from her.’

‘I’d like to see him try,’ said Ruby.

‘Don’t stand there looking at your sister, give her a hand.’

Ruby shivered as she ran the cold water over the clothes and pummelled them up and down. When she’d rinsed them, she twisted them to get out as much water as she could, then lifted them into the tin bath again. ‘Tom, grab that handle.’

Between them they lifted the heavy bath and after many stops to rest, managed to manoeuvre it into the small back yard. Ruby took a breath when the cold hit her wet apron then penetrated through her thin clothes and on to her stomach.

‘That Ernie Wallis is a big bully,’ said Tom, peering under the fringe of his dull blond hair. He was nine years old, small and thin for his age, and the image of his mother. Although he looked frail, with two hands he expertly turned the handle  on the big mangle as his sister fed the sheets through the wooden rollers and then placed them into a wicker basket.

Ruby gave him a big smile. It wasn’t fair. They couldn’t afford the slate he needed to write on at school, so he didn’t go. Although Ruby tried to help him with his sums and reading, it wasn’t the same as going and sitting in a classroom. She had loved going to school, and her teacher, Mrs Grey, was always saying that Ruby was a bright girl who should go far. But when her father had joined the army she’d had to stay at home and help her mother. And, after the war had ended, her father couldn’t work any more so they had had to move from their house.

‘I’m gonner bash that Ernie Wallis when I grow up,’ said Tom.

‘I don’t think Mum will like that.’ Ruby was grinning.

Tom quickly glanced around and moved closer to his sister. ‘He called Dad a silly old fool. He said I’ll be like him when I grow up. I won’t, will I?’

That remark took the grin away from Ruby. ‘Course you won’t. It was the war what done that. Dad’s shell-shocked.’

‘I ain’t ever gonner go to war.’

‘You won’t have to. That was the war to end all wars. Come on, help me put this lot on the line.’ Ruby thought about Ernie Wallis. He was tall and good-looking. When they’d both been at school she’d looked up to him. In fact, like most of the girls, she had adored him, but he always ignored her. When his father had been killed at the beginning of the war he’d been very upset and had had to leave school to help his mother support his three younger sisters. The last time she’d seen him he’d been pushing a pram with furniture on it; he hadn’t spoken to her. Was he taking the contents of their home to the second-hand shop? Was that why he was nasty to Tom? Was he angry with what life had thrown at him?

Ruby and Tom’s hands were freezing as between them they pegged the sheets on the line. Ruby pushed the clothes prop under the rope so the washing could catch the slightest breeze.

‘Can’s see it drying much today,’ she said, picking up the wicker basket.

That evening Ruby sat with Tom at the old table, trying again to teach him how to do his sums. In the washhouse, damp washing hung from the airing poles close to the ceiling. A line had been strung up under the mantelpiece, and the clothes horse, full of Mrs Barton’s washing, was taking all the heat from the fire. Ruby watched the steam gently rising.

‘Mum, I was talking to Milly in the dairy, she asked me if I knew of anyone who had a room to let.’

‘Well, we ain’t got a room. Ruby, I’ve told you before - I ain’t gonner have strangers walking about this place taking the mickey out of your father.’

‘But Mum, at least you’ll have a couple of shillings every week. It’s gotter be better than having all this washing all over the place every day, and having to pawn most of our things, and I could go out to work.’

‘That’s as may be. But as I said, I don’t want anyone laughing at him, and I certainly ain’t having that means test man round. And I can’t see him’ - she raised her eyes to the ceiling - ‘letting me have anybody else move in. What sort of job d’you reckon you could get anyway?’

‘I don’t know.’

Suddenly her father began coughing. Ruby looked over at him. Her heart went out to him as he grinned back at her. Her mother must love him very much. She never got cross, nor shouted at him, even though his not working made life so difficult for them all. Ruby didn’t know where she got such patience from.
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The following afternoon Ruby was in the dairy across the road, talking to Milly. Ruby liked Milly even though she was years older than Ruby; Ruby had known Milly all of her life. At one time, before Milly had to help in the dairy, they had played together and Milly would get told off for banging a ball on the wall of the shop. Milly’s parents owned the dairy, but they were getting on now. Most of the time, since her father had been taken ill and couldn’t stand all day, Milly was in the shop alone, although sometimes her mother would come down. Milly was nearly twenty, and knew most of what was going on round about and, despite their age difference, loved talking to Ruby.

‘Did you tell your mum about that poor young girl who wants somewhere to stay?’

‘Yes, I did, but you know me mum. ’Sides, we ain’t got much room.’

‘She’s got this baby.’ As Milly leaned over, her big bosoms rested on the counter. She was the only person Ruby knew who wasn’t skinny. ‘Her baby’s only a few weeks old. I think her old man’s in the Navy so he’s away a lot. She wouldn’t be any trouble.’

‘Where’s she staying now?’

Milly looked up at the door, pulled her cross-over apron tighter round her and leaned forward. She lowered her voice. ‘She’s with that Mrs Mann and her daughter. You know, they live in the next road.’

Ruby nodded, her dark searching eyes full of expression. ‘They frighten me.’

‘They frighten everybody with their ranting and ravings about the Lord coming and taking all the wicked ones.’

‘Does this girl come from round here?’

‘Don’t think so. I ain’t seen her hereabouts. ’Sides, if she did I reckon she’d be staying with her parents.’

‘I’ll ask me mum again. How does she pay her rent?’

‘She must get some sort of allowance.’

‘Now this weather’s turned Mum might think twice about it. All that washing hanging about - I don’t think it does me dad any good, sitting with all that steam round him.’

‘How is your dad?’

‘Mum don’t think he’ll ever be any different.’

‘Shame. He was such a nice man.’

Ruby watched as Milly put a dollop of dripping on the scales. She took it off and put it on a sheet of greaseproof paper, then very quickly added another lump. ‘What is it, bread and dripping for tea?’

Again Ruby nodded.

‘That’ll be tuppence,’ said Milly.

Ruby smiled. ‘Thanks, Milly.’ With the wind and rain beating against her face, Ruby hurried across the road.

‘Mum, Milly was telling me about this woman what wants a room. She’s got a baby and her husband’s away, she lives with that Mrs Mann.’

Mrs Jenkins’s head shot up. ‘Ruby, we’ve only got three rooms and a washhouse, and we was lucky to get this much space. Where would she sleep? And I can’t see Mr Cox being very pleased about it.’

Ruby knew they could have trouble with him, but her mother needed the money. ‘She could come in with me and Tom. P’r’aps she could bring a mattress. She could sleep next to us.’

Mary Jenkins picked the iron off the hob and, turning it over, spat on it making it sizzle. ‘I can’t see her paying to sleep on the floor. She must be better off where she is, she must have a room. Why does she want to move?’

‘Milly didn’t say.’

She smiled at her daughter. ‘You’re a good girl. Now you  carry on with this while I cut the bread and make a bit of toast for tea.’

As Ruby moved the iron back and forth over the washing she began to think of ways to help her mother out. She should try to get a job. But what? It couldn’t be for long hours, as she needed to help her mother till Tom was old enough and strong enough to collect and deliver on his own.

 



As Ruby made her way to the market the following morning, her heart gave a little leap when she saw Ernie Wallis in front of her. He was pushing a pram piled high with bundles of washing along Rotherhithe New Road. Ruby knew he was fifteen; he was taller but thinner than her. He had a mop of dark hair that fell over his vivid blue eyes: no wonder all the girls at school had been in love with Ernie Wallis. She grinned. He was having a great deal of trouble getting the pram down the kerb as one of the wheels was badly buckled.

‘What are you looking at?’ he asked when he caught sight of her.

‘You,’ she said confidently.

‘Well, don’t.’

‘I can look at who I want.’ Although Ruby was shaking in her boots she just had to speak to him - hold his attention. She didn’t want him to ignore her any more. ‘Where are you going with that lot?’

‘Mind yer own business.’

Ruby was interested. He didn’t live round this way. ‘You told our Tom you was going to take some of me mum’s customers away from her.’

He laughed. ‘That brother of yours can be a right wimp.’

‘And that wasn’t very nice telling him he’ll grow up like me dad.’

‘Yer. I shouldn’t have said that. I was having a bad day.’

So he could be nice, thought Ruby. Since she was angry about his remarks she wanted to tell him off, but she also wanted to keep close to him. ‘D’you go to work?’

‘Course.’

‘Where d’you work?’ she asked as they continued along the road together.

‘What’s it to you?’

‘Just interested, that’s all.’

‘It’s only temporary at the moment. I’m looking for something better.’

‘Trouble is so are a lot of men.’

‘Know that, don’t I? You gonner follow me?’

‘No. I’m going to the market. Where are you going?’

‘As I said. Mind yer own business.’ He turned off and went towards Lower Road.

What was he doing going down there? Ruby wanted to follow him, but she knew he’d be mad at her and she didn’t want to get into his bad books as she still had feelings for him . . . but could it lead anywhere?

She wandered round the market looking for anything that was cheap or had been thrown away. Her mind was going over what Milly had told her about the woman who wanted a bed. She had to convince her mother that this would be good for them. Perhaps the woman would help her mother, then she could really start looking for work?

 



It was late afternoon when Ruby was delivering Mrs Barton’s washing. She was standing on Mrs Barton’s doorstep when Mrs Flynn, the next-door neighbour, came out.

‘Been looking out the window waiting for you. Could you do a little job for me?’

‘Yes, if I can.’

‘I’ll pay yer.’

Ruby’s eyes lit up. ‘What is it?’

‘Could you be a love and take me washing to the bag-wash? Me feet’s playing up something rotten and I can’t be dragging this lot down there.’

‘Would you like me mum to do it for you?’

‘No, ta all the same. I use the bag-wash off Lower Road. All I have to do is stuff it in a pillowcase and they wash it like that - that way I don’t lose any.’

‘You wouldn’t lose any if me mum did it.’

‘From what I gather your mum’s got enough on her hands. Besides, they put it in the big dryers afterwards. It comes back just damp and I can manage that.’

‘Is it ready?’ asked Ruby.

‘I’ll just get it. I’ll give you a couple of pence for your trouble. You’ll have to bring it back tomorrow.’

Ruby was overjoyed. Was luck on her side? Could she earn a bit more? ‘That’s all right.’ After she’d collected Mrs Barton’s money she loaded the old pram with Mrs Flynn’s dirty washing and made her way to the laundry.

 



Ruby stood in front of the imposing entrance. Under the large brick arch, which had the name ‘Stone’s’ painted on it, the cobbled path led to a dark, dreary-looking building with small narrow windows. It looked more like the workhouse than a laundry. Gingerly and very carefully, Ruby pushed her pram round the horse dung and past the delivery cart that had ‘Stone’s Laundry’ in large letters on the side. The horse was busy munching on his nosebag; there wasn’t a sign of the driver. Steam hissed and rose from the drains. When she got up to an open door, the noise from machinery took her by surprise.

‘Yes?’ said a stern-looking woman coming up to her.

‘I’ve brought Mrs Flynn’s bag-wash.’

‘Have you now. Has she put her number on it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ruby looked about her in bewilderment. This was the first time she’d ever set foot in a place like this.

‘Give us it ’ere.’ With that, the woman lifted the heavy bundle of washing out of the pram as if it weighed just a few pounds. ‘That’s all right,’ she said, looking at a number that was drawn on the bolster case the washing had been stuffed into.

‘When will it be ready?’ asked Ruby.

‘It’s a bit late today. Call back tomorrow, about midday, we shut at four on Saturdays.’

‘How much will it be?’

The woman threw the bundle on the scales. ‘D’you know if it’s all whites?’

Ruby nodded. Mrs Flynn had told her that.

‘That’ll be sixpence for the washing and tuppence for the drying.’

Ruby almost gasped at the prices. Her mother didn’t charge that much.

‘You pay when you collect.’

Ruby thanked her and left, but not before she had a quick glance around. Could this be the answer to her prayers? Could she set up some sort of business like collecting and delivering washing? A lot of people didn’t do their own washing and her mother couldn’t really take on any more. Her mind was going over and over as she walked home. Would it be possible for a young girl to start a business? Would people laugh at her? Her mother would tell her not to be silly, but everybody had to start somewhere. Was that what Ernie Wallis did? If so, he wouldn’t want her intruding and taking his customers away. She smiled to herself. But after all, all’s fair in love and war.




Chapter 2

That night, as Ruby lay on the thick feather mattress next to her brother, she was still deep in thought. If Ernie Wallis could collect and deliver loads of washing to the laundry, so could she. She didn’t want her mother to take on any more work; this way would be much better. Perhaps if her business grew, she could expand, get another old pram then get Tom to help her. She smiled to herself as Tom turned over and snuggled close to her. Was she being too ambitious? She could only give it a try. She put her arm round Tom. She loved him so much. It would be wonderful if they could really make a go of this. Her father always used to say that you never make a lot of money all the while you work for someone. Tomorrow she’d ask Mrs Flynn if she knew of anyone else who wanted their washing taking to the laundry, then gradually she could build up her reputation. She drifted off, dreaming happy dreams.

 



It was well past lunchtime before Ruby managed to get to the laundry. She was worried Mrs Flynn might be waiting for her washing. There wasn’t anybody outside near the big metal scales, so she went in. The room was tall and white with a huge counter, a stack of brown paper and balls of string. She stood and waited for someone to talk to. The door at the side  was slightly ajar. Ruby carefully pushed it open. She could see a young girl sorting through a pile of washing.

Ruby nervously said, ‘Hello.’

The girl looked up and put her hand on her heart. ‘Bloody ’ell. You frightened the daylights out of me. What d’yer want?’

‘Sorry. What’re you doing?’

‘The worst bloody job here.’

Ruby looked about her embarrassed. ‘Why is it?’

‘Would you like to sort out blokes’ smelly, shitty pants?’

‘No, I suppose not.’

‘Well, don’t stand looking at me then. What d’yer want anyway?’

‘I’ve come for Mrs Flynn’s washing.’

‘Well, you’ve got to go and see Mrs bloody snotty-nosed Watson. She’s the charge hand.’

‘Where will I find her?’

‘Sniffing round old man Stone, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘The owner. You’re a nosy cow, ain’t yer?’

Ruby looked down. ‘Sorry.’

‘Look out, here she comes.’ The girl put her head down and continued to sort through the dirty washing.

‘Yes?’ asked Mrs Watson, coming up to Ruby.

‘I’ve come for Mrs Flynn’s bag-wash.’

‘Well, you wait out there.’ She pointed to the open door. ‘You shouldn’t be in here.’

‘Sorry. I was just looking for someone to ask.’ Ruby grinned at the girl and followed Mrs Watson.

 



Ruby was full of expectations when she delivered Mrs Flynn’s washing, but her high hopes were soon dashed when Mrs Flynn told her she hadn’t heard of anyone else who took their  washing to the bag-wash, but promised to let her know if she ever did.

At first Ruby was downcast as she began to walk home, but then she suddenly remembered what her father had told her many years ago. ‘You don’t get nothing for nothing in this world, you’ve got to strive for it.’ With renewed enthusiasm she began to knock on the doors of the big houses.

The first three were polite and said their maids did their washing. At the next house she was sent down to the basement and the woman told her to bugger off. After a lot more refusals her feet hurt and she was cold and hungry, and she was beginning to lose heart. It was the next house that sent her on her way home with her tail between her legs.

The woman opened the door. ‘Yes?’

Ruby gave her the biggest smile she could and said politely, ‘I was wondering if you sent your laundry to the bag-wash and if so would you like me to collect and deliver it for you?’

The woman looked her up and down. ‘I wouldn’t trust you with my dirty washing. I don’t suppose I’d ever see it again. Now get off of my doorstep before I shout for a policeman. Who would give a scruffy-looking kid like you their dirty washing?’

With her head down, Ruby turned and walked away.

She turned the corner and almost bumped into a young woman who yelled at her, ‘’Ere! Watch where you’re going.’

‘Sorry.’

‘’Ello there. You’re the kid what come to the laundry this morning, ain’t yer?’

It took a moment or two for Ruby to recognise her. At work her dark hair had been scragged back from her face and covered with a cloth hat. Now she was wearing a wide-brimmed black hat with a floppy rose on the brim, which almost covered her face, and her black coat looked as if it had  been made for her as it fitted her well-formed figure perfectly. Ruby half smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘You look a bit down in the dumps.’

‘I’m all right.’

‘What’s up? Your old man bin giving you a pasting?’

‘No.’ Ruby went to move on.

The girl put her hand out. ‘Just a mo’. This morning you was full of questions, so what’s wrong now?’

How could she tell this stranger that her hopes of having her own business had been dashed? She would think she was daft. ‘I’m all right.’

‘I’m just off to the market. Fancy coming along?’

‘No. I’ve got to get home.’

‘Well p’r’aps another time. By the way, me name’s Elsie, what’s yours?’

‘Ruby.’

‘Ruby. That’s nice. Might see you at the laundry one day. Bye.’

‘Bye,’ said Ruby. She stood and watched Elsie walk away in her good boots, swinging her handbag as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Ruby was letting her thoughts drift. That’s a nice hat and coat she’s got on, must have cost a bit. I wonder how much she earns? Ruby wished she had a job. Did they want any workers at Stone’s laundry? Elsie was now out of sight. Perhaps she could help her get a job? Ruby began to walk in the same direction as Elsie.

There was the usual hustle and bustle at the market. The stallholders were shouting about their wares. Kids were running around screaming and yelling. One stallholder was hanging on to a young kid and giving him a clip round the ear for pinching things. Ruby could see the boy, who was about six, looked terrified. There was a chill wind, but he didn’t have a coat and the dirty tatty shirt he had on was  ripped up the side. His trousers were many sizes too large for him and held up with a length of webbing tied round his waist. Ruby suddenly caught sight of Elsie striding up to the man. Although she was slight and a lot shorter than he was, she pulled him round. Ruby couldn’t hear what she was saying, but the wagging finger and the movement of her head told her he was getting a right mouthful. Ruby smiled. Elsie was very gutsy.

Elsie put her arm round the young boy’s shoulder and began to walk away. Ruby went up to her. ‘You was very brave standing up to that man.’

She grinned. ‘Didn’t see you watching.’

‘I came to ask you a question.’

‘Did you now.’ Elsie still had her arm round the young boy’s shoulders. He looked scared stiff. ‘Can’t bear to see these kids bullied. I know what it’s like to be hungry. ’Ere y’are, lad.’ She opened her bag and gave him a ha’penny - ‘Can’t afford any more’ - then snapped the clasp of her bag shut.

‘Cor. Thanks, missus.’ The boy clutched the money and ran off.

‘That was very generous of you,’ said Ruby.

‘I ’ave me moments. Now, what was it you wanted to ask me?’

‘I was wondering if there’s any jobs going at Stone’s?’

‘Dunno. Wouldn’t like to say. Mr Stone don’t always tell me his business.’

‘You talk to Mr Stone?’ asked Ruby, wide-eyed.

‘No, course not, you silly cow. I was just pulling your leg.’

Ruby bent her head; she felt so humiliated.

Elsie had moved on. ‘Come on,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘You know, you’re a funny little thing. One minute you’re all talk, the next you go all shy.’

Ruby fell in step beside her. ‘Have you worked at Stone’s long?’

‘A couple of years. How much, missus?’ she asked the woman on the second-hand clothes stall as she held up a thick black skirt.

‘To you, dearie, a tanner.’

Elsie put the skirt to her waist. ‘I’ll give you thrupence.’

‘I’ve got a husband and six kids ter feed.’

‘You should send him out to work then.’ Elsie laughed. ‘That’ll tire him out, then you won’t have any more.’

‘Saucy cow. Give us fourpence and it’s yours.’

Elsie handed over her money and took the skirt.

‘You must earn a bit to be able to buy a skirt just like that,’ said Ruby.

‘Not really. I’ve had me eye on that for a couple of weeks. I was sure she would have sold it be now. D’you like it?’

‘It’s very nice.’

Elsie tucked her arm through Ruby’s. ‘Look, why don’t you come to the laundry on Monday and I’ll let you know if Mrs Watson is in a good mood. If she is then you can ask her about a job.’

‘Thanks, Elsie.’

‘Have you got any family?’

‘Yes, me mum and dad, and I’ve got a brother.’

‘Have you now. Has he got lovely eyes like yours?’

Ruby felt herself blush. ‘I ain’t got lovely eyes.’

‘I reckon you have, and how old is this brother?’

Ruby laughed. ‘He’s only nine.’

‘Shame.’

They continued walking along. Ruby learned that Elsie was nearly eighteen, and she was the middle daughter. Her father worked in the docks and she was only working in the laundry till her older sister Jenny got her a job in the tea factory.

‘It’s a lot better pay, and cleaner,’ she said, stopping at a stall that sold lace. ‘Trouble is, jobs don’t come up there very often.’

Ruby felt so happy. As they slowly moved on, she found Elsie was eager to tell her her life story. Elsie’s father had been in the army and had returned fit and well, but her mother died during the war and the girls were left to look after themselves. Elsie told her things had been very hard while her father was away. Ruby listened very intently, but said very little about her own family.

‘I must get home,’ said Ruby. ‘I look forward to seeing you on Monday.’

‘I might not be so cheerful then, sorting out dirty washing!’

‘Bye.’ As Ruby walked through the market her head was full of the prospects of a job. She so desperately wanted to bring in some money. It must be wonderful to go up to a stall and buy a skirt. Anything would be better than her mother’s cast-offs and clothes from the jumble sales that were unwashed and smelt of mothballs.

She decided not to say anything till she was sure of getting a job. But how would her mother manage? Ruby’d just have to get up early and collect the washing before she went to work, and then deliver it when she’d finished. With everything settled in her mind, Ruby too found she had a spring in her step. She went to the back of the greengrocer’s stall and began sorting through the mouldy potatoes he’d put out.

 



At last it was Monday. Ruby couldn’t wait to get to the laundry. As she hurried along the road she saw Ernie Wallis in front of her - and her heart sank. She didn’t want to catch him up; she didn’t want him to know what she was doing. But as he struggled with his pram she knew she would have to speak to him.

‘Hello, Ernie, seem to be seeing a lot of you lately.’

‘What you doing round this way again?’

‘Just going to the laundry, same as you.’

‘Where’s your washing?’

‘I ain’t got any today.’

‘So what you doing round here then?’

‘As you said to me the other day, mind your own business.’ When she walked past him her heart was thumping. Why did he always have this effect on her?

The first person Ruby saw when she walked in the packing room (where, Elsie had told her, the best jobs in the factory were), was Mrs Watson. She looked desperately at the closed door behind which she knew Elsie could be.

‘It’s you again. Whose washing you come for this time?’

‘I ain’t come for any washing. I was wondering if you’ve got any jobs going?’

‘Were you now? And what makes you think you’ll like working here?’

‘I don’t know.’

Mrs Watson’s face suddenly broke into a wide grin as she looked beyond Ruby.

‘Hello, my son. And how are you today?’

Ruby quickly swung round. She was face to face with Ernie Wallis.

‘Hello, Mrs Watson.’ He gave her a sweet sickly grin, then he turned on Ruby. ‘What’s she doing here?’

‘Come looking for a job.’

‘Her mother takes in washing. I reckon she’s after your customers.’

Ruby couldn’t believe her ears. ‘What?’ she screamed out.

‘Is that your little game, madam? You’d better get out then, before Mr Stone comes down and throws you out.’

‘I didn’t. I wasn’t. You mustn’t believe him. It ain’t true. I  just want a job.’ How could he do something like this? She looked at him. ‘Why are you saying this?’

‘Just looking after me own interests, and that of Mrs Watson here.’

Mrs Watson gave him a smile. ‘Come on, lad, let’s get this lot sorted.’

Ruby stood and watched them push the pram away. In just a few days her hopes of starting up her own business and working had been dashed. All the love she’d had for Ernie Wallis had gone. Why had he done that? She could kill him for it. She marched defiantly down the road. She would show him. She wasn’t going to give up that easily, but she knew, deep down, things never went that smoothly for the likes of her.

 



It was very quiet when Ruby pushed open the kitchen door. She stood for a moment unable to take in all the mess.

‘What happened?’ she asked, rubbing her nose. The smell of soot filled her nostrils and was going to make her sneeze.

‘Bloody chimney, that’s what.’ Her mother was busy pulling the washing off the clothes horse.

Ruby looked at her father who had soot over his face. He began to laugh.

‘And you can bloody well stop laughing,’ shouted her mother.

His face suddenly crumpled and his laughter stopped. Ruby had never heard her mother shout at him before.

‘Got to wash this lot again. Mrs Prince wants it back tonight. I know she takes these sheets to the pawnshop till Friday. Those poor kids won’t be able to have any dinner till then.’

‘You put them in the copper, I’ll clear this mess up.’ Ruby got down on her hands and knees and, with the small dustpan  and brush, began carefully to sweep the soot away. She didn’t want it flying all over the place.

Her father grinned as he sat silently watching her. She wanted to laugh; he had rubbed soot over his face and left dirty streaks. Ruby wondered what was going through his mind. Normally nothing that happened around him seemed to affect him, but today he was different: he was taking an interest. Ruby looked at her mother; she had never seen her so tense and distressed.

When the room was clean and the washing back on the clothes horse, Ruby sat at the table and looked up at the small clock on the mantelpiece. It had been a wedding present from her mother’s mother and father. They would have been upset if they could see what had happened to their daughter and her family. Like her father’s parents, they had been dead a long while, since before that dreadful war had started. Ruby wished she had a gran and granddad, it must be nice to visit old people who knew your parents when they were young.

Her mother sat at the table. ‘Cheer up, love. I know this has been hard work, but thanks for clearing the mess up.’ She touched her daughter’s hand.

At first Ruby couldn’t speak. ‘That’s all right,’ she whispered. ‘But it ain’t that.’

‘What is it then?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I know you’re at a funny age, and everything seems worse than it really is, so come on, what is it? What’s upset you? I’m sorry I shouted at your dad, but he seems to have forgotten it.’

Ruby looked at her father clutching the poker and staring into the fire. He always told her he could see pictures and wanted to draw them. What was in his troubled mind?

‘Ruby, where was you this morning?’ asked her mother.

‘I went for a job.’

‘What? Where?’

‘At the laundry.’

‘And?’

‘I didn’t get it.’ Ruby went into great detail of how she’d first thought of starting her own business, then how she’d met Elsie, and then how Ernie Wallis had dashed her hopes of getting a job. ‘Don’t laugh at me, Mum. I want to help. I don’t want to live like this.’ She waved her arm at the clothes horse. ‘I want to be able to go and buy a skirt.’

Her mother went to her and held her close. ‘I won’t laugh and I can understand how you must feel. You’re growing up and I’m sorry things are so hard. But I’m sure they’ll get better.’ She gently pushed her daughter away. ‘Look at your dad. I do believe he’s improving a little.’ She smiled. ‘Who knows, one of these days he may even go out to work again.’

‘Do you really think that, Mum?’

‘As I said, who knows? You’re a good girl, Ruby. D’you know why you was called Ruby?’

Ruby shook her head.

‘Your dad always said you was his bright little jewel and very precious. He was right, you know, and to us you are indeed a rare Ruby.’

Ruby smiled. ‘Mum, can’t we have that woman come and stay here? It will help, if only through the winter.’

‘I was thinking about it when all the soot fell down. Do you really think we could manage?’

Ruby quickly wiped her nose on the bottom of her frock. At last she had got her mother to change her mind. ‘I know  we can.’

‘Pop over and tell Milly then. But the woman might have got something be now.’

Ruby was out of the door and across the road in no time.




Chapter 3

It was a week later and a cold damp Wednesday afternoon. Ruby had just returned from delivering washing when there was a knock at the door.

‘That’ll be Mrs Norton,’ said her mother.

‘I’ll go,’ said Ruby.

‘She come round earlier and brought a flock mattress she said she got from the market. It’s a bit stained and some of the stuffing’s coming out, but I can soon fix that. Just as long as it ain’t got any bugs in it. Can’t stand bugs.’

On opening the front door, Ruby was very surprised to see a young and pretty girl on the doorstep, standing beside a scruffy pram with a torn hood. A few bags were wedged in next to a tiny baby that was almost hidden beneath a pile of covers. She didn’t look old enough to be married and have a baby. Ruby had thought she would be a much older woman.

‘Hello. You must be Ruby. I’ve heard a lot about you,’ she said. ‘It was ever so nice of your mother to take me in.’

‘You’d better come in.’ Ruby stood to one side as Mrs Norton manoeuvred the pram into the narrow passage.

She was the same build as Ruby, slim and not over tall. Her fair hair had been pushed under her tight-fitting shapeless black hat, but a few strands had escaped and hung down in curly tendrils. Ruby noted that her black coat had seen better  days. She gave Ruby a smile as her bright blue eyes darted nervously about her.

Mary Jenkins came into the passage. ‘You can leave the pram here for the moment, but we’ll have to find somewhere else for it. We might be able to get it in the room with you.’ She looked up at the stairs. ‘I don’t want him complaining.’

‘This is so very kind of you.’

‘As I told you earlier, you’ll have to muck in with us.’

‘I don’t know what I would have done if I’d had to stay in that house much longer. Not that we were allowed to stay in all day.’ She lifted the baby from the pram; it had a long off-white frock, but wasn’t wearing any socks. ‘We had to go out every morning and not get back till six. It wasn’t so bad in the summer when I had a job, but now I’ve got the baby and the weather’s on the turn.’

‘That’s terrible,’ said Mrs Jenkins. ‘Didn’t you have your own room?’

‘No. I had to sleep on the sofa in the front room, it was very uncomfortable. So you see the floor in your house has got to be better.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Mary Jenkins.

‘I know I shouldn’t speak out of turn, but I expect you know that the Manns are very religious and they had Bible meetings every day. That’s why I had to get out: they used the front room for all their chanting and praying. I can’t walk the streets with the baby, not with the winter coming. I’ll be able to pay you rent.’ Mrs Norton smiled and her blue eyes lit up. ‘This must be my lucky day. I’ve managed to get a little job.’

‘You’ve got a job?’ asked Ruby. ‘Where?’

‘Ruby,’ said her mother, shocked. ‘I’m sure Mrs Norton will tell us if she wants to.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ruby. ‘But as jobs are so hard to get round here, I was just wondering . . .’ Her voice trailed off.

‘Please, call me Beth. I’m going to work for that Mr Thompson in the Royal Albert.’

‘The pub!’ queried Mrs Jenkins.

‘Yes. I’m going to do his cleaning.’

‘But I thought Mrs Moss did that.’

‘She did, but she had a bad fall and broke her arm, so she’ll be off for a bit. As I said, I was lucky. I met her when she was at the cottage hospital. I was there with little Danny here.’ She patted her baby’s back.

‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Jenkins. ‘Nothing serious, I hope.’

‘No, not really. He’s having a bit of trouble with his . . .’ She stopped and looked about her. ‘His little thingy,’ she whispered.

Ruby wanted to laugh, but knew she mustn’t.

‘We should have been Jews, then this wouldn’t happen.’

Ruby wanted to ask her mother what she meant, but she could do that another time.

‘What about the boy when you go to work?’

‘Mr Thompson said I could take him with me.’

‘In that case, then you are lucky. Take your bits in the room you’ll be sharing with Ruby here and my son Tom.’

‘This is very kind of you, Mrs Jenkins.’

‘As I said, we need the money. Ruby, give Mrs Norton a hand. When do you start working at the pub?’

‘Tomorrow.’

Ruby lifted the two bundles from the pram and put them on the floor.

‘Come on, son. I think it’s time for your feed, then a nap.’ Beth Norton took a brightly coloured crocheted blanket from the pram and wrapped the baby in it.

‘What time do you have to do your cleaning?’

‘In the morning, about seven.’

‘That’s all right then. I’ll be up long before then.’

Ruby could see her mother was trying to put Beth at ease, but there was a kind of undercurrent she couldn’t understand. Was Mary worried at what Mr Cox might say? Would he throw them out? That was a threat that hung permanently over them. But surely her mother could tell him?

‘You said your husband was in the Navy. Does he come home very often?’ asked Mrs Jenkins.

‘No.’ It was very abrupt. ‘I haven’t seen him for a while. Not since I had the baby.’

‘That’s awful. You must have been very young when you got married.’

‘Yes. I was.’

‘I don’t think he’ll be able to stay here when he comes home.’

‘Don’t worry about that. He’s the other side of the world.’

‘Will he know where to find you when he does get back?’

Beth Norton blushed and looked flustered. ‘Yes, I did write and tell him, and Milly in the dairy said she’ll show him where I’m staying, but I don’t know how long it’ll be before I see him again. It could be months.’

‘I expect he’ll be pleased to know he’s got a son. Most men like that.’

‘I hope so.’

‘Shall I make a pot of tea, Mum?’

‘Yes, and I must get on. There’s always washing and ironing to be done in this house.’

‘I don’t mind giving you a hand if you ever need it.’

Ruby could have kissed Beth Norton. Perhaps some of her luck was going to rub off on to them.

In the kitchen, Ruby put the kettle on the hob.

‘What’s that?’ asked her father when the baby cried.

‘It’s all right, Dad. It’s our lodger’s baby.’

‘Baby.’ He smiled and sat up. ‘We got a baby?’

‘Yes, Dad. A little boy.’

‘I like babies. Where is he?’

‘Mrs Norton’s just feeding him. She’ll be in in a minute.’

‘Can I hold him?’

‘We’ll see.’ Ruby felt sad as she watched her father sink down in the armchair again and pull his blanket round his shoulders.

‘Who’s that?’ he asked later, pointing at Beth Norton when she came into the kitchen.

‘Mrs Norton. Our lodger. You know, I told you about her,’ said Ruby, who was standing at the table, ironing.

Beth sat next to Mr Jenkins. ‘Hello, this is my baby. His name’s Danny.’

‘Hello, Danny.’ Thomas Jenkins gently took his hand.

The way he looked at the baby, Ruby thought her heart would burst.

Mary Jenkins came into the room. ‘You finished that ironing yet, love?’

‘Just got to do the last few handkerchiefs and pillow cases,’ said Ruby.

‘When you’ve finished that you can take Mrs Bell’s washing and collect the dirty lot.’

‘Where’s Tom?’ asked Ruby.

‘Collecting from Mrs Morris. It’s getting dark and I don’t like him going round that way, they’re very rough.’

‘Can’t he come with me?’

‘No. I want him to fetch some coal when he gets back. You’ll be all right.’

‘But it’ll be dark be the time I’m finished.’

‘I’ll put Danny on the floor then I can finish off that  ironing for you, Ruby. Is Mrs Bell’s very far?’ Beth Norton asked Mrs Jenkins.

‘The buildings.’

‘The buildings?’ she repeated with a look of horror on her face.

‘Do you know it?’

‘I’ve heard about it,’ she said quickly.

‘It’s not too far and, Ruby, if you go now it won’t be too dark. And you don’t need to take the pram.’

Ruby shuddered. She didn’t want to argue, but she didn’t like going round to the buildings in the dark. They were near the docks and were very old and dirty with broken windows. She had been told that a lot of women who lived there entertained the sailors and dockers. She was always frightened when she had to step over a pile of rubbish that sometimes turned out to be a tramp or a drunk. Her mother never went round there so she really didn’t know what it was like. Rubbish filled the stairway and gangs of boys stood on the corners, and she had heard some terrible tales of what they did to girls on their own. What if they stole the money? Her mother should have sent her out earlier, before it got so dark.

Outside it was raining that fine drizzle that made everything feel dreary and damp. Ruby dragged her coat round her and pulled her hat down over her flyaway hair. She hurried as fast as the flapping soles of her boots allowed. The sound of the ships’ mournful sirens filled the air and as she went past the high wall surrounding the gasometer, she could hear footsteps; someone was walking behind her. She couldn’t look round. Fear made the sweat run down between her tiny breasts. As they got closer she wanted to run, but knew she would fall over if she tried. The sole of her boot had started to come off and was beginning to slow her down. How she  hated all this poverty. Why couldn’t she get a job like Beth Norton and not have to go out on nights like this to deliver washing?

‘What you doing round this way, Ruby Jenkins?’

Although she could have flung her arms round Ernie Wallis’s neck she was so relieved to hear his voice, she was still very angry with him.

‘Here, you ain’t coming round this way looking for washing, are yer?’ he asked as he fell in step with her.

‘No, I ain’t. And I don’t want to talk to you after what you told that Mrs Watson.’ Deep down Ruby knew that wasn’t true, she wanted to talk to him more than anything else in the world, but she wasn’t going to let him know it.

He laughed. ‘I shouldn’t worry about it, they’re always looking for girls to work there.’

‘D’you think I should try again?’

‘Don’t ask me. So what are you doing round this way at this time of night?’

‘I’m just taking some washing back.’ She had to think quick. ‘It’s me mum’s friend.’

‘Well, that’s all right then. I can’t hang about chatting. I’ve got to get a move on.’

‘The woman ain’t that well and Mum’s doing her a favour.’ Ruby knew she was blabbering on, but she wasn’t going to tell him the truth and she really wanted him to walk with her.

‘So, where does this friend live?’ he asked as his pace quickened.

She crossed her fingers. She couldn’t tell him the address or who it was as her mother might lose a customer. ‘She’s in the road next to the buildings.’

‘You shouldn’t be round here in the dark, you know, it ain’t safe. I can walk a bit of the way with you, but I’ve got to go to  the pub.’ He hesitated. ‘Me mum likes a tipple. Come on, I’ve got to hurry.’

‘Thanks, Ernie. I don’t like being out in the dark.’

In silence they quickly moved on. Ruby was sure he would be able to hear her heart beating. The sound was filling her ears. Was it through fear, or just being with him?

When they reached the pub, he said, casually pushing open the door, ‘See you one day. And, Ruby, try for that job again.’ With that he was gone.

Ruby slowed down. Well, his mother must certainly be in need of a drink. Or was it him? Surely he wouldn’t waste his hard-earned money on beer; after all, he was the only breadwinner. And what did he mean, try again? Would he have a word with that Mrs Watson? She smiled as the glimmer of hope took hold, but when she continued on her way, she kept glancing nervously over her shoulder nearly every step of the way.

Inside the buildings the smell of stale pee took her breath away. She peered round the bend in the stairs. It was dark and eerie. Oh, how she hated this place. During the day screaming kids filled the stairs, stopping her going on as they tried to pinch the washing from the pram. Tom always took a stick to them, but he wasn’t with her now. Why didn’t her mother let him come with her? They could have got the coal together. Tonight the stairs were empty and she could hear the sound of her breathing above the hissing from the gas lamp; it didn’t have a mantle and the shadows on the walls frightened her. Shouts and swearing were coming from behind most of the closed doors, yet from one there was the sound of somebody playing a piano. It was very tuneful. At last she knocked on Mrs Bell’s front door.

She knocked again when there wasn’t any answer. She wanted to cry. Had this been a wasted journey? She was cold  and miserable. She banged again, only much harder this time. Why did Mrs Bell live in such a terrible place? She was always well dressed and had lovely undergarments. He mother never let her iron the delicate fabric, as they looked very expensive and she was worried Ruby might scorch them. Tears welled up in her eyes. She banged again.

‘All right. All right. Keep yer hair on.’ A thickset man wearing only trousers and a vest pulled the door open. The hair on his chest sprouted out from the top of his vest. His braces were dangling down and he didn’t have any shoes or socks on. ‘Well, what d’yer want?’

‘I’ve brought Mrs Bell’s washing back.’

‘Have yer now? Rita!’ he yelled. ‘There’s a kid out here with yer washing.’

‘Give her the money then,’ came a voice from inside.

‘I ain’t giving her no money.’

‘You can be so bloody annoying at times.’ A thin woman came into the passage. She only had on a white cotton petticoat with pretty rosebuds on the bodice. Ruby had seen it many times. Her hair was all over the place and Ruby could see she had a lot of make-up on even though most of it was smeared round her face. She pushed past the man and gave Ruby sixpence. ‘Thanks, love. Can you collect the dirty stuff tomorrow? Only I ain’t stripped the bed yet.’

The man put his thick hairy arms round Mrs Bell’s waist. ‘Come on. Let’s get back to bed. I want me money’s worth.’

‘Shh. You’ll shock this little girl here.’

Ruby now guessed what she did for a living. The girls at school had told her all about women like that. As she walked away the thought that was filling her mind was: I bet she earns more in a night than me mum earns all week. And it can’t be all that hard work.

Ruby hurried home, jumping at the shadows. She let her  mind wander to Beth Norton and Mrs Bell. Everybody seemed to be making money except her. Even Ernie had money to waste on beer. By the time she turned into Hill Street, giving a sigh of relief at being home, she had made a decision. Tomorrow she was going back to the laundry to see Elsie and try again to get a job.




Chapter 4

Ruby carefully took Tom’s arm from across her waist. She’d had a restless night; the baby seemed to be crying all the time. She’d tried stuffing bits of rag in her ears, but that hadn’t helped. She was glad when she heard her mother moving about.

‘I hope Danny didn’t disturb you.’ Beth Norton’s voice came from out of the darkness.

‘No, no, course not,’ said Ruby.

‘Does he always cry like that?’ asked Tom.

‘No. He must feel a bit strange, being in a new place.’

Ruby couldn’t see that. He was only a baby. How would he know a strange place when he was sleeping in his own pram that had been pushed hard under the window? All night Ruby had felt the wheels with her feet.

She waited till Beth Norton was out of the room, then quickly dressed and walked out into the kitchen. As usual at the beginning of the day, the range had been black-leaded and the hearth whitened. Despite being so short of money her mother still had standards she liked to keep up, and that Mr Cox would complain if the front doorstep wasn’t kept up to his satisfaction. On the range, the lid on the black kettle gently bobbed up and down. The room felt warm and comforting. In the washhouse, her mother had already got the fire  under the brick boiler well alight.

‘Hello, love,’ said her mother as she pounded the washing down in the boiling water. ‘Did you sleep all right?’

‘Not too bad.’

‘Right, I’m ready,’ said Beth popping her head round the door. ‘Wish me luck.’

‘Course we do,’ said Mary Jenkins.

Beth closed the door.

‘That baby makes a bit of a racket. Did it disturb you?’

‘A bit.’ Ruby wasn’t going to let on how much; after all it had been her idea that Beth Norton came to live here. ‘I expect he’ll settle down,’ she added.

‘I hope so. With these thin walls, I’m expecting him upstairs to come down as soon as he gets up.’

‘Mum, what if he says she has to go?’

‘I don’t know. Remember, it was your idea. Don’t worry. I’ll think of something. There’s a bit of bread you can toast, then I want you to do all that ironing.’ As her mother went back to pounding the washing she added, ‘There’s a couple of shirts that want buttons on, so put them to one side.’

In the kitchen Ruby looked at the pile on the chair. She knew that it would take her all morning.

 



In fact it wasn’t till late afternoon that Ruby finally managed to get out. Beth had come home from her cleaning and had been telling them all about it. How Ruby envied her when Beth said she would be getting seven and six a week. To Ruby that was a fortune - but Beth did have to go in every morning, including Sundays.

‘The floor’s in a bit of a state. I don’t think Mrs Moss could get down to give it a good scrub, but my knees can stand it. And he does let me have hot water. I’ll be able to give you two and six a week all the time I’m working there.’

‘How did you manage before?’ asked Mrs Jenkins.

‘My husband gave me money before he left, but I don’t know what I’ll do when Mrs Moss comes back. I don’t wish anybody any harm, but I hope she don’t come back too soon.’

‘We never know what’s round the corner. At least it’ll give you a chance to get back on your feet, and who knows, your husband might return very soon.’

Beth just smiled.

 



Elsie had told her they didn’t finish till seven o’clock so it was dark when Ruby finally got to Stone’s. She didn’t want to go in as she didn’t want to upset Mrs Watson. She hung about hoping Elsie or someone would come out. The door opened and Ruby caught sight of a figure hurrying round a corner. ‘Elsie,’ she called.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Me. Ruby.’

‘I ain’t Elsie. Who are you, and what are you doing here?’

‘I wanted to see Elsie.’

‘Wait here, I’ll see if she can get away.’ The young woman, who was much the same build as Elsie, disappeared inside.

After what seemed to be for ever, Elsie came out. ‘What’re you doing here?’

‘I had to see you.’

‘Come on then. I’m just going to have a pee, but don’t breathe in, will you?’

Ruby quickly followed her but stopped when the smell took her breath away. ‘What a pong!’

‘It goes with the job.’

Above the sound of Elsie peeing in the galvanised bucket, she shouted to Ruby, ‘I thought you was looking for a job?’ 

‘I was, am. I did see Mrs Watson, but someone I know told her I only wanted a job here to get some work for me mum. She takes in washing.’

‘Who’d do a thing like that?’

‘Ernie Wallis.’

Elsie came out pulling up her knickers. She straightened down her skirt. ‘That’s just the sort of thing he would say.’

‘You know him?’

‘Everybody knows him. Right charmer he is.’

‘I know.’

Elsie laughed and gave her a small punch on the arm. ‘’Ere, you ain’t fallen for him as well, have you?’

‘No, course not. I knew him at school. All the girls liked him then.’

‘Well, he ain’t changed. There’s a few in there that’ll drop their drawers for him any time he asks.’

Ruby didn’t answer. She was too shocked.

‘Look. I’ll have a word with old Watson and see if I can’t sort something out for you.’

‘Thank you, Elsie. When shall I come back?’

‘I’ll go and see her now. She’s in a good mood today. Think she might have been out with old man Stone last night.’

Ruby could have kissed her. Was some of Beth Norton’s luck rubbing off?

It was ages before Elsie finally came out again. ‘You can come in and see her now. I don’t hold out much hope, but good luck anyway.’
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‘A cosy chair and a Dee Williams book is a little bit of heaven’ Lesley Pearse
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