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Joan Jonker was born and bred in Liverpool. Her childhood was a time of love and laughter with her two sisters, a brother, a caring but gambling father and an indomitable mother who was always getting them out of scrapes. Then came the Second World War when she met and fell in love with her husband, Tony. For twenty-three years, Joan campaigned tirelessly on behalf of victims of violence, and it was during this time that she turned to writing fiction. Sadly, after a brave battle against illness, Joan died in February 2006. Her best-selling Liverpool sagas will continue to enthral readers throughout the world.


Joan Jonker’s previous novels, several of which feature the unforgettable duo Molly and Nellie, have won millions of adoring fans:


‘Wonderful … the characters are so real I feel I am there in Liverpool with them’ Athena Tooze, Brooklyn, New York


‘I enjoy your books for they bring back memories of my younger days’ Frances Hassett, Brixham, Devon


‘Thanks for all the good reads’ Phyllis Portock, Walsall


‘I love your books, Joan, they bring back such happy memories’ J. Mullett, Lancashire


‘I’m an ardent fan, Joan, an avid reader of your books. As an old Liverpudlian, I appreciate the humour. Thank you for so many happy hours’ Mrs L. Broomhead, Liverpool
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To my Down’s Syndrome son, Philip, who is the nicest person I know.


He knows not greed or envy, speaks ill of no one and walks away from raised voices. He enjoys life and appreciates everything. With his ever-ready smile he is a joy to know and I love the bones of him. If there were more people like Philip, wouldn’t the world be a better place?





A friendly greeting from Joan


Come with me back in time to the mid-1930s and meet the Nightingale family. Stan and Mary and their two daughters, Laura and Jenny. Both girls are beautiful to look at, but as different in nature as chalk and cheese. And meet their friends and neighbours, the Hanleys and the Moynihans. Bring these characters together and you have a recipe for fun and laughter all the way. There may be the odd tear of sadness, because that’s life. But mostly the tears rolling down your cheeks will be tears of laughter. I hope you enjoy meeting my new friends.





Chapter One



‘I want me skipping-rope back, Laura, yer’ve had it for ages and it’s not fair because it was my birthday present.’


‘Oh, stop yer moaning.’ Laura Nightingale threw her sister Jenny a dirty look. ‘Me mam said yer had to give me a go.’


‘Yeah, but she didn’t mean yer could keep it all to yerself.’ Jenny stamped her foot in indignation at the injustice of it. At twelve years of age, she was eighteen months younger than her sister and always came off worse when it came to sharing. ‘When you got a book for yer birthday, yer wouldn’t even read me a story from it, never mind let me read it.’


‘That’s ’cos I didn’t want yer to get dirty marks on it.’ Laura was skipping with her arms crossed and jumping on one foot. It wasn’t often she got the chance to skip with a proper skipping-rope. Usually it was a piece of clothes-line, but this one had real wooden handles painted in a bright red. ‘I’ll swap yer me book for yer rope.’


‘No! The book’s all torn now, I don’t want it.’ Jenny could see her sister had no intention of relinquishing the rope until she got fed up with it. ‘I’m going to tell me mam if yer don’t give it to me now.’


Laura smirked and kept on skipping. ‘Go and tell her, I don’t care.’


Near to tears, Jenny ran into the house. She found her mother in the kitchen putting some clothes through the mangle. ‘Mam, our Laura won’t give me back me skipping-rope. I haven’t even had a turn, and it’s my birthday present.’


Mary Nightingale sighed as she rubbed her wet hands down the front of her pinny. Mother and daughter were as alike as two peas in a pod. Both were slim, with pale golden hair, a fair complexion and vivid blue eyes. They had the same nature, too. Kind, easygoing and with a sense of humour that brought a ready smile to their faces.


‘She’s a selfish article, our Laura. She thinks the world revolves around her and what she wants.’ Mary made her way to the front door. ‘It’s about time she learned there are other people beside herself.’


When Laura saw her mother, she laughed. ‘Went crying to her mammy, did she? She’s like a flippin’ baby.’


‘Give her the rope, Laura, it’s her birthday present.’


‘I’ll give it to her in a minute, when I’ve had a go skipping backwards.’ There was a brazen look on Laura’s face. ‘Just a couple more minutes.’


‘Yer heard what I said.’ Mary was trying to contain her rising temper. ‘Give it to her now or I’ll give yer a clip around the ears.’


Still the girl went on skipping as though daring her mother to carry out her threat. ‘I said in a minute.’


Mary stepped forward and caught the rope in mid-flight. ‘Do as ye’re told and hand it over.’


‘I won’t, not until I’m ready.’ When she felt her mother tugging at the rope, Laura gripped it tight and refused to let go. And all the while she had a smirk on her face. With her dark hair, greeny-hazel eyes and swarthy complexion, there was no resemblance between her and the woman with whom she was having a tug of war. And the war wasn’t about the rope, it was about her getting her own way, showing who was the boss.


Mary could no longer stand the insolence and delivered a stinging smack to the side of her daughter’s face. ‘You asked for that, you impudent, selfish madam. Don’t yer ever dare answer me back like that again.’ She pulled the rope which was now hanging loose and passed it to Jenny. ‘Here yer are, sunshine, and don’t let her take it off yer again.’


Laura looked stunned as she held a hand to her cheek. ‘You just wait until me dad gets in, he’ll have something to say about this. Yer’ll be sorry.’


‘I warned yer dad twelve years ago that he was spoiling yer and making a rod for his own back. The trouble is, he’s made one for my back as well. And everybody else that has to put up with yer selfishness and insolence.’ With that Mary turned her back and went into the house. She knew there’d be a row when Stan came in, he wouldn’t take her side, never did. But there was only so much a mother could take from a child who was out of hand, and she’d taken enough. They had two daughters and they should be treated equally. But they weren’t, not by their father. Laura could do no wrong in his eyes, he thought the sun shone out of her backside. She lied herself out of trouble, always laying the blame at her sister’s door. If there was a fight, it was always Jenny who started it. If anything went missing, it was Jenny who’d taken it. And Stan fell for it every time, believing her without question.


Mary put her hip to the side of the mangle and pushed it back into the corner of the tiny kitchen of the two-up-two-down house that had been her home since the day she married, fifteen years ago. She loved her husband, and they’d been happy, until favouritism had reared its ugly head and blighted that happiness. She’d tried to reason with Stan when Laura started getting out of hand, but he wouldn’t listen. He couldn’t see further than the end of his nose where she was concerned. Poor Jenny didn’t get a look in. Although she was the youngest, she was the one who was sent to the corner shop for his five Woodbines when Laura didn’t feel like going. She was the one sent down the yard for a shovelful of coal because Laura didn’t like the cold. Yet she never complained. She did everything she was asked, because from the time she could toddle she realised her sister was more special to her father than she was. But in the last year she’d begun to rebel against the unfairness and was fighting back.


Mary lifted the lid off the pan of stew and sniffed up in appreciation. ‘That should put a lining on their tummies.’ She spoke aloud to the empty room. ‘I’ll set the table and then call the girls in.’


She was laying the knives and forks out when her husband came in, his face red with anger. ‘Have you just slapped our Laura for nothing?’


‘No, I have not slapped our Laura for nothing.’ Mary sighed as she shook her head. ‘I slapped her for giving me cheek and for not doing as she was told.’


‘Yer made a holy show of her in front of the whole street, that’s what yer did. And all over a bleedin’ skipping-rope.’


Her anger high, Mary’s answer was sharp. ‘I think yer should get yer facts straight, Stan Nightingale. And yer won’t get them straight off that wayward daughter of ours. Huh! In front of the whole street, was it? I didn’t see anyone around, but if there was then they’d have heard her giving her mother cheek, the hard-faced little faggot. And the bleedin’ skipping-rope ye’re talking about was Jenny’s birthday present! She wasn’t even allowed to get her hands on it because of your darling Laura. Or had yer forgotten it was Jenny’s birthday? Mind you, it wouldn’t surprise me. There are times when I think yer’ve forgotten yer’ve even got another daughter, all the notice yer take of her.’


‘Well, I don’t want yer hittin’ her no more.’ Stan hung his peaked cap on the nail behind the kitchen door. ‘If there’s any telling-off to do, I’ll do it.’


He was about to walk away when Mary grabbed his arm and spun him around. ‘You tell our Laura off! That’s a good one, that is. I’ve never known yer raise yer voice to her, nor yer hand, more’s the pity. A few smacks when she was younger would have put her on the straight and narrow, taught her right from wrong. But it’s too late now, she’s set in her ways, lying, cheating and bloody selfish. Yer’ll live to rue the day, Stan Nightingale, mark my words. She’ll bring trouble to this door, and it’ll all be your fault.’


Stan, whose dark colouring Laura had inherited, flushed. ‘Yer’ve always had it in for the girl, yer’ve never had any time for her. But in future, leave me to deal with her.’


Once again he made to walk away and Mary pulled him back. ‘Let’s get this straight, once and for all. She’s my daughter as well as yours, and while she’s in this house she does as she’s told. If she misbehaves and deserves a crack, I’ll give her one. If she’s good, we’ll get on fine and this house will be a happier place. The choice is hers. But I’ll tell yer this, Stan, and yer can take it from me that I mean every word of it. I’m fed up to the back teeth of her getting pampered and our Jenny left out in the cold. I won’t tolerate it any longer. Either Laura pulls her socks up and behaves in a reasonable manner, or I’ll wash me hands of her and she can run riot for all I care. She’d be your responsibility then. And that is only right, because you made her what she is.’ She pushed his arm. ‘Go and call the girls in for their dinner. Oh, and unless the words stick in yer throat, wish Jenny a Happy Birthday.’


They sat down to their meal in silence. But Laura’s eyes were going from her mother to her father. She wasn’t satisfied that she’d received the sympathy she thought she deserved. ‘Is me face red, Dad, where me mam slapped me?’


Stan’s eyes were on his plate when Mary answered. ‘I can’t see any red. But I’ll slap yer again if it’s a red face yer want.’


‘Did yer hear that, Dad? She said she’d slap me again.’


‘Get on with yer dinner,’ he grunted, ‘before it gets cold.’


Mary pursed her lips. She shouldn’t say any more to aggravate the situation, it would make her as childish as her daughter. But in the end she couldn’t hold it back. Her and Stan had never argued before, not until Laura started to come between them with her shenanigans. ‘Don’t call me “she” either. They say that “she” is the cat’s mother. So if I’m a “she”, what does that make you?’


Jenny was feeling miserable, her heart in her boots. She couldn’t bear it when there was an atmosphere in the house, and this time she was to blame. She should have let her sister keep the blinking rope – look at the trouble it had caused. She could tell her mam was upset, and she didn’t deserve to be. So Jenny tried to make amends. ‘Did yer see me skipping-rope, Dad? It’s a smasher, all me mates will be green with envy.’


Laura wasn’t having that. She was her dad’s favourite, not Jenny. ‘Seeing as all your mates are green anyway, no one will notice the difference. They’re all as thick as two short planks, every one of them.’


Stan raised his head, his knife and fork standing one in each hand like sentinels. ‘That’s enough of that, there’s no need to be sarky. Get on with yer dinner and have less to say.’


Laura’s eyes flew open in surprise. Her dad never spoke to her like that. But she knew who had put him up to it – her mother. But she better hadn’t say anything now, not while her dad was there. She’d get her own back though, she vowed as she speared a carrot. If her mother thought she was going to be a goody-goody, like their Jenny, then she had another think coming.


As the meal continued in silence, Laura was wrapped up in thoughts of the future. Only another six months and she’d be leaving school and getting herself a job. She was so selfish, all she dreamed of was having her own money and being able to buy the clothes she liked instead of having to wear the drab things her mother bought for her. Never once had it entered her empty head that her mother had to scrimp and scrape every week to buy those clothes. No, all Laura was concerned about was herself. Not for her the pride of handing over her wages every week in the knowledge that they would make life easier for all the family. She’d already made up her mind that she was entitled to keep more for herself in pocket-money than she handed over. After all, she would be the one going to work so why should she hand it over? In her narrow mind there was only one person in her life that she really loved – Laura Nightingale.


Mary was hanging the washing on the line on the Monday morning when a smile crossed her face. Amy Hanley, her neighbour and best friend, was singing at the top of her voice in the next yard. Over the wall came the strains of a song that had been popular a few years ago. Mind you, it had been sung then by Kate Smith, and Amy was certainly not in the same league as the well-known singer. It wasn’t that she was tone deaf, she just sounded like someone who had been thrown out of the pub at closing time after her throat had been oiled by half-a-dozen bottles of stout.


‘When the moon comes over the mountains,


I’m alone with my memories of you.


We kissed and said goodbye,


You cried and so did I,


Now do you wonder why I’m lonely?’


Mary took a peg from her mouth, and giggling, she shouted, ‘Yer missed a verse out there, Amy. What happened to the “rose-covered valley we knew”?’


‘Oh, ye’re there, are yer? Well, I’m not in the mood for rose-covered valleys today, girl, I want to be alone with me bleedin’ memories.’


‘What memories are they, Amy? Must be miserable from the sound of yer.’


‘I’m always miserable on wash-day, girl. If the sun was shining and I had nowt to do, and me purse had a few bob in it, me memories would be happy ones. Like remembering when my feller used to put his hands around me waist and tell me I was the most beautiful girl in the world, bar none. He hasn’t said that for years, girl. Mind you, I haven’t had a bleedin’ waist for years, either.’


Although there was a brick wall separating them, Mary could see her friend as clearly as if she was standing next to her. She was only five foot, was Amy, and as round as she was tall. Right now her mousy-coloured hair would be covered by a mobcap which would be down to her eyebrows because the elastic had withered, the pocket of her pinny would be bulging with clothes pegs, her stockings would be wrinkled around her ankles and her face would be creased in a smile.


‘Another memory keeps coming back to me, girl, but I have a bit of trouble with it ’cos it’s faded with age. It was when we were first married, before the kids came along, and my feller was that eager he used to carry me upstairs to the bedroom.’ Amy’s laugh was so loud they must have been able to hear it in the next street. ‘Now it takes him all his time to carry himself up. And the most I get out of him in bed is, “Don’t let me oversleep, d’yer hear?”.’


‘Well, the men are tired after a hard day’s work, Amy, yer’ve got to make allowances for them. The first flush of youth isn’t there any more.’


‘What the bleedin’ hell do they think we do all day? Sit on our ruddy backsides? I’d willingly swap places with my feller and go out to work while he minded the three kids. He wouldn’t know what had hit him, having to polish and scrub, wash, iron, get the shopping in, see to the dinners, do the darning … I’d give him a week and he’d be pleading for mercy.’


‘Some good could come of it, Amy,’ Mary chuckled. ‘If he was at home all day he could put his feet up for a couple of hours, then he’d have the energy to carry yer up the stairs to bed again.’


‘He’d need more than energy to carry me up the stairs now, girl – he’d need a bleedin’ hoist. And by the end of all that palaver he’d have lost the urge.’ Amy finished pegging the washing on the line and stood back to gaze with satisfaction at the clothes blowing in the wind. They’d be dry in no time and she could start ironing before the two kids came in from school and got under her feet. ‘Ay, girl, yer don’t happen to have any custard creams in, do yer?’


‘I might have a couple, I think. Why? Are yer having visitors?’


‘I’m not, girl – you are! I’m inviting meself in for a cup of tea and a chinwag. There’s nothing better to chase the blues away than a good old gossip.’ Her chubby face did contortions. ‘Yer don’t need to get yer best china out for me, girl, I’m not a snob.’


‘Don’t be funny, Amy Hanley, yer know I haven’t got no china cups.’


‘That’s why I said yer didn’t need to get them out, girl, I knew yer didn’t have none. I didn’t want yer rummaging in yer cupboards for something yer haven’t got. And don’t be coming over all embarrassed when yer give me a cup with a chip in, ’cos like I said, I’m not a snob.’


‘Ye’re a bloody scream, you are, Amy! Yer invite yerself over without a by-your-leave, then have the nerve to criticise me crockery before yer come. And ye’re expecting custard creams into the bargain.’


‘Only one, girl, I don’t expect no more. And yer’ll get yer money’s worth, ’cos I can tell by yer voice that yer need cheering up.’ Amy raised her voice to a shout. ‘You put the kettle on, girl, while I stick the guard in front of the fire.’


‘You’re well-off having a fire this time of the morning, aren’t yer? Has your feller had a win on the gee-gees?’


Back came a whispered, ‘Fooling the neighbours, girl, that’s all. I bet a pound to a pinch of snuff that nosy Annie Baxter has had her ear to the wall, listening to every word we’ve said. She’ll be round to Lily Farmer’s as fast as her skinny legs will carry her. And by the time she’s put her own interpretation on our conversation, it’ll end up something like this. “Ay, what d’yer think, Lily? Monday morning, and that Amy Hanley’s got a fire up the chimney. And yer’ll never guess where she got the money from for a bag of coal. What’s that yer said, Lily? Oh, yer’ll have three guesses … okay. No, she didn’t get it on tick off the coalman. No, she didn’t find a two-bob piece. No, yer silly cow, the bag hadn’t fallen off the bleedin’ coal-cart. That’s yer three guesses, Lily, and I knew yer wouldn’t get it in a month of Sundays. Just wait till I tell yer, yer won’t believe it. She got it off her feller for letting him carry her upstairs so he could have his wicked way with her. How about that, eh? Dirty pair of buggers”.’


On the other side of the yard wall, Mary was in stitches. Amy might not be able to sing like Kate Smith, but her impersonation of the street gossip was perfect. ‘That was very good, Amy, yer sounded just like her.’


‘If I had false teeth, girl, I could do it better. Yer know how her teeth are always clicking when she talks – well, I can’t do that. Still, it’s not worth having all me teeth out just to sound as miserable as she does. I’m all for getting things right, but that would be carrying it a bit too far.’


‘It’s to be hoped she’s not listening to yer now, Amy.’


‘I couldn’t give a sod, girl, and that’s the truth. If she wants to listen in to private conversations, then she doesn’t deserve to hear anything good about herself.’


‘Ye’re right there, sunshine. Anyway, I’m going in or the day will be gone before we know it. I’ll have a cuppa on the table in ten minutes. Oh, and I won’t forget yer custard cream. It won’t be a whole one because I could only afford half-a-pound of broken biscuits, but I’ll see if I can stick two together for yer, seeing as ye’re me best mate.’


‘This is more like it, girl!’ Amy faced her friend across the table. ‘I’ve always wanted to be a lady of leisure. If someone could trace me family tree, I’m sure they’d find me ancestors were very wealthy. They could even have been of the nobility, ’cos I’ve always had the feeling that I was cut out for better things.’ Her body shook with laughter. ‘Don’t worry, girl, I won’t be expecting yer to curtsy to me. A slight nod of yer head will do.’


‘D’yer think one of yer ancestors lost the family wealth through gambling and loose women?’ Mary’s face was deadpan. ‘That could account for yer being reduced to sitting in the living room of a two-up two-down house, eating broken biscuits. It could also account for yer obsession with what goes on in the bedroom.’


Amy laced her chubby fingers and nodded her head. ‘Someone’s got a lot to answer for, haven’t they, girl? Dragging me down from riches to rags.’


‘Money doesn’t always bring happiness, sunshine.’


‘No, I know that, but at least yer can be miserable in comfort. I wouldn’t mind the kids running riot if I was stretched out on one of those chaise longue things, with a glass of whisky in one hand and a big box of Cadbury’s in the other.’


‘We don’t do too bad, Amy, we’re better off than some in the street. At least Stan and Ben are working, even if they do get a lousy wage. We’ve always managed to scrape along somehow. And things can only get better with the kids growing up.’ Mary topped the cups up and put the cosy back on the teapot. ‘Yer’ve got your John working already, bringing in a few bob, and Eddy will be leaving school in eighteen months, same time as our Jenny. Then yer’ll only have Edna at home, and yer won’t know yerself. Yer’ll be living the life of Riley.’


Amy grinned. ‘I wish I knew this Riley feller, he could give me a few tips. I don’t know what he’s got that nobody else has, but I’d like a bit of it.’ Her brows drew together. ‘What are yer looking at, girl?’


‘Unless I’m seeing things it’s starting to rain. Hang on, I’ll make sure.’ Mary opened the kitchen door and groaned. ‘It’s only spitting at the moment, but there’s a dirty big black cloud overhead so we could be in for a downpour.’


Amy’s legs were too short to reach the floor, so she had to shuffle her bottom to the edge of the chair before she could push herself up. ‘Damn, blast and bugger it! I was hoping to have the washing dried and ironed before teatime. There’s nothing I hate more than wet clothes drippin’ on me bleedin’ head while I’m seeing to the dinner. The kitchen gets full of condensation and the steam’s so thick yer’ve got to fight yer way through it.’ She adopted the stance of a boxer, her shoulders hunched and her clenched fists stabbing the air while her feet danced in time with them. For a small woman carrying a lot of weight she could certainly move. ‘Like this, girl, that’s how I fight me way through the steam.’


‘Yer’ve got a screw loose, Amy Hanley.’ Mary grinned at the woman who never failed to cheer her up. There might be black clouds in the sky, but when her mate smiled, and her pretty face creased, she brought sunshine into the house. ‘Yer’ll need to be able to fight if Annie Baxter heard yer talking about her. She’ll have yer guts for garters.’


‘Huh! She’s small fry, that one. I wouldn’t need to fight her – one good puff and she’d be out for the count.’


‘What if she’s got her mate with her? Lily Farmer’s not half big, she’d make two of you.’


‘Ay, well, I’ve got to admit that Lily’s a different kettle of fish. But I’ve got one thing in my favour, I can run faster than her. I might have a screw loose, girl, but I know me limitations and Lily Farmer is definitely outside of them.’ Amy pushed the chair under the table and her face took on a thoughtful expression. ‘It’s funny yer should mention a loose screw, girl, ’cos I think ye’re right. Every time I turn me neck sharply, I can feel this thing rattling around in me head. Could that be the loose screw yer were talking about?’


‘Amy, I don’t want to rush yer, sunshine, but the rain is teeming down. I’m bringing my washing in now before it’s wringing sopping wet. If the weather clears I can put it out again when I come back from the shops.’


‘I’ll come to the shops with yer, girl, keep yer company. What time are yer going?’


‘In about twenty minutes.’


‘Just enough time for me to spend a penny, give me face a cat’s lick and a promise, pull me stockings up and comb me hair. I don’t need to cake me face with powder or lipstick, not with my natural beauty.’


‘Ta-ra, sunshine, on yer way! I’ll see yer later.’ Mary left her friend and dashed out into the heavy rain. She sighed as she unpegged the clothes that were a damn sight more wet than when she’d put them out in the first place. Her eyes went to the heavens. ‘Please God, take pity on us poor women, we don’t do no one no harm.’ She could feel the dampness as the rain soaked her dress, but she managed a smile. ‘Only with words, God, and we don’t really mean half we say. Besides, words don’t harm no one.’


Mary turned into the butcher’s shop with Amy in her wake. ‘Good morning, Wilf, lovely weather for ducks, isn’t it?’


‘I’m happy for the ducks, Mary, but it’s bloody awful weather for business.’ The butcher feigned horror when his eyes lit on Amy. ‘Oh dear, yer’ve brought the menace with yer. D’yer not think I’ve got enough problems without blighting me life with Amy Hanley?’


Amy slowly lowered her basket to the floor before placing her hands on her ample hips. ‘Any more lip out of you, Wilf Burnett, and I’ll take me custom elsewhere. I don’t have to stand here and be insulted by the likes of you, yer know. All I’ve got to do is walk to the butcher’s in the next block and let him insult me. He’s better at it than you; some of his insults really get yer here.’ With a dramatic gesture she placed a hand where she thought her heart was. ‘Cut to the quick I’ve been, several times. In fact, and Mary here can bear me out, I was once that upset I had an attack of the vapours and someone had to hold a bottle of smelling salts to me nose, to bring me round.’


Wilf was shaking with laughter. He was a middle-aged man with thinning sandy hair and twinkling blue eyes. ‘Yer mean sal volatile, Amy?’


Amy dropped her pose. ‘What’s salvotily when it’s out?’


‘Smelling salts.’


‘That’s what I said, yer silly bugger! D’yer know what? Yer’ve talked that much I’ve forgotten what I’ve come in for. It’s no wonder yer’ve got no bleedin’ customers, yer’ve probably talked them to bloody death.’ She turned to Mary and gave her a broad wink. ‘That funeral that’s just passed us, I bet the poor sod used to shop here.’


‘Well, I’m going to make amends for insulting yer, Amy, by giving yer a little bit of advice,’ Wilf said. ‘Next time yer do yer drama queen act, try putting yer hand where yer heart is. Yer were miles out.’


‘I’ll return the favour and give you a bit of advice, Wilf Burnett. You just keep yer eyes off my … off my … off my thingummybobs. My Ben wouldn’t take kindly to yer weighing me up and down the way yer are. It’s not your fault, ’cos men are drawn to me like a moth to a flame, but yer’ve got to be strong and keep yerself under control. I know yer mean well, and to put yer mind at ease, I do know where me heart is. It’s well-covered, like, but it’s in there somewhere.’


Mary banged on the counter, and when Wilf turned her way, she waggled her fingers. ‘Yer do know I’m still here, don’t yer? I hate to split you two up, but I would like serving.’


‘Ah, she’s jealous.’ Amy shook her head and pouted her lips. ‘I get this with her all the time, Wilf. If a man looks at me with longing in his eyes, she goes into a deep sulk. I feel sorry for her, ’cos she’s me bestest mate. But I can’t help being desirable, can I? It’s not as though I’m a vampire, God forbid.’


When Mary and Wilf doubled up with laughter, Amy looked surprised. ‘Is it a private joke, or can anyone join in?’


Wilf reached for a clean piece of meat cloth and dabbed his eyes before answering. ‘Amy, a vampire sucks blood. The word you should have used was vamp, which means a flirt.’


‘Go ’way! Well, yer live and learn. I came in here for three-quarters of shin beef and get a lesson in geography and English. Not that I needed the geography lesson ’cos I know where me own bleedin’ heart is, but a vampire sucks blood, eh?’ Amy curled her fist and rested her chin on it. ‘We haven’t got none of them living in our street, have we, girl?’


‘How about the woman in number seven, sunshine? It looks like bright red lipstick from a distance, but yer never know.’


‘I’ll weigh the shin beef while you two crucify the poor woman in number seven.’ Wilf was reaching into the shop window for a tray of meat when Mary stayed his hand.


‘Oh no, you don’t! First in, first served, that’s how it should be. I’d like a round neck of lamb, please, the leanest yer’ve got. And will yer chop it into four for us?’


Two more customers came into the shop then, and the friends were soon served and on their way to the greengrocer’s. When Mary shopped on her own, she was around the shops in no time. After giving her order in and passing a few pleasant remarks, she was on her way. But shopping with Amy was a different experience altogether.


‘Don’t be trying to palm me off with a rotten cabbage, Billy Nelson, ’cos I haven’t just come over, yer know.’


‘What are yer on about, Amy?’ Billy scratched his head. He was short and stocky, with a mop of black curly hair and a cheeky grin. ‘I’ll have yer know that that cabbage was in a field yesterday; it’s as fresh as you are.’


‘Pull the other one, Billy, it’s got bells on. And when the bells start ringing everybody will think it’s Sunday and get themselves ready for Mass.’


‘Five o’clock this morning I was at the market getting me fruit and veg, Amy. Even the bleedin’ birds were still asleep. I’m telling yer, that cabbage is as fresh as yer’ll get.’


Mary thought it time to intervene, otherwise they’d be here all day. ‘What’s wrong with the ruddy cabbage? It looks all right to me.’


‘I dunno, girl, I can’t put me finger on it but I just don’t like the look of it. It might be the shape of the bleedin’ thing, or the colour.’


Billy slapped an open palm on his forehead. ‘Ah, yer wanted a pink one, did yer, Amy? Or did yer fancy one in pale blue?’


Amy squared her shoulders and pretended to take the huff. ‘Ay, Billy Nelson, you get sarky with me and I’ll clock yer one. Buying a cabbage is just like buying a hat, yer either like it or yer don’t like it. And I’m telling yer now, I don’t like that bleedin’ cabbage.’


Holding the offending cabbage in the crook of his arm, Billy bent down and took another one out of the wooden box. ‘How about this one, yer moaning so-and-so? Is it the right colour and shape for yer? Or would yer like one with a slim waist and a big bust?’


‘Nah, we can’t have two big busts in the house, we wouldn’t be able to pass each other in our small kitchen. That one will do me fine, I’ve taken a liking to it.’ Amy picked a well-worn purse from her basket, asking, ‘Did yer say it was a penny, Billy?’


Billy looked forward to Amy’s visit, you could always get a laugh out of her. And she didn’t get upset if the laugh was at her own expense. Not like some moaning Minnies who came in the shop. ‘There’s a bloody big sign on the box, Amy, and it says the cabbages are tuppence.’


‘Daylight robbery, that’s what it is,’ Amy said, passing a threepenny bit over. ‘Ye’re like that Ben Turpin feller who used to waylay people on the highway and rob them.’


Billy threw the coin in the big pocket of his apron and fished out a penny. ‘Here’s yer change, Amy. And it was Dick Turpin, not Ben.’


‘What was Dick Turpin?’


‘The highwayman.’


‘Oh, it was Dick, was it? Was he Ben’s brother?’


‘No, Amy, Ben Turpin is a film star.’


‘Well, I never!’ Amy turned wide eyes on Mary. ‘D’yer know what, girl? I’ve had more education in the last half hour than I had in me nine years at school.’


‘I’m afraid yer’ve had yer last lesson for today, sunshine, ’cos it’s time to get home and put the dinner on.’ Mary took tight hold of her friend’s arm and pulled her through the shop doorway, calling, ‘Ta-ra, Billy, we’ll leave yer in peace now.’


‘Ta-ra, girls, see yer tomorrow.’


Amy was grinning as she moved the basket to her other arm so she could walk on the inside and link her friend. ‘I enjoyed, that, girl. We had a good laugh, didn’t we? And in case yer haven’t noticed, the rain’s gone off.’


‘It went off twenty minutes ago, sunshine, but you were too busy talking to notice. I’m going to get me stew on, then put me clothes out again. With a bit of luck we’ll get them dry this afternoon.’


Amy looked at Mary out of the corner of her eye. ‘I heard yer telling your Laura off on Friday night, girl. Had she been giving yer cheek?’


‘That’s nothing unusual, is it, Amy? She’s gone really hard-faced and is always giving me cheek. She went too far on Friday, though, and I slapped her face.’


‘She is cheeky, I’ll grant yer that. Not only to you, either.’ Amy wanted to say more, but bit on her tongue. She could tell Mary a lot about that eldest daughter of hers, so could many of the neighbours in the street. But everybody kept quiet because, apart from Laura, the Nightingales were well-liked and respected. ‘Never mind, she’ll change when she starts work. It’ll be a case of having to, ’cos if she gets a job in a factory none of the women will take any lip from her.’


‘I hope ye’re right, Amy, because I do worry about her.’


‘Of course I’m right.’ Amy squeezed her arm. ‘Vampires are always right, aren’t they?’





Chapter Two



Mary sat one side of the hearth sewing a seam that had come undone in Jenny’s gymslip, while Stan sat facing her, reading the evening paper. It was the best time of the day for Mary, when the girls were in bed and she and her husband could discuss the events of the day, or sit in companionable silence. At the moment the only sounds in the room were the rustle of newspaper when Stan turned a page, the ticking of the clock and an occasional spurt from one of the coals.


With a sigh of contentment, Mary sewed the last stitch and snapped the cotton between her teeth. ‘That’s one job done, thank goodness. With a bit of luck Jenny will get a few more months’ wear out of it.’ She rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hands. ‘I’ll leave your socks until tomorrow, it’s hopeless trying to sew in this light.’


Stan looked over the top of the paper. ‘I think the gas is going, love, it’s taking me all me time to read. Yer’d best put a penny in the meter before it goes altogether and we’re left in the dark.’


‘I can remember the time when yer’d have been glad to sit in the dark.’ Mary grinned. ‘Stealing kisses when me mam and dad had gone to bed.’


Stan lowered the paper to his lap. ‘That brings back a few memories. I used to dread the sound of yer mam knocking on the floor with her shoe.’ He chuckled. ‘If she didn’t hear me leave right away, she used to bang so hard I expected the ceiling to cave in on us. I got the distinct impression she didn’t trust me.’


‘All mothers are like that with their daughters. I used to call her for everything, saying she was treating me like a child. Now I’ve got daughters of me own, I understand why she was so protective. I’ll always regret not telling her that she’d been a good mother and I loved her dearly. The trouble is, yer think yer’ve got plenty of time to say all these things; yer don’t expect yer mam to die at fifty-two.’


‘Yer mam didn’t need telling, pet, she knew yer loved her.’


‘She probably thought me dad loved her, as well. Yer would after being married for nearly thirty years, wouldn’t yer? I thought he doted on her, they always seemed so happy.’ Mary gave a deep sigh. ‘But he couldn’t have loved her that much, could he? Not to have married again six months after she died. And to a girl only half his age. A man of fifty-five, trying to act as young as the girl he’d wed. I’ll never forget the first night he brought her here and she was all over him. She seemed to be flaunting him, as though to say “Look what I’ve got”. I didn’t know where to put meself, and me older than her. He didn’t take long to forget me mam, and I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him for that.’


‘Yeah, I’ve got to say it was the biggest surprise I’ve ever had in me life. If she’d been older I might have understood him marrying for companionship, but she’s a fly turn, just out for a good time. I’ve seen them a few times down Walton Road, and a stranger seeing them would take them for father and daughter until they saw the antics out of them. Stupid bugger, that’s all I can say.’


‘I often wonder what me mam’s old neighbours make of it. Especially the woman next door, Monica Platt. Her and me mam were real good mates. All the years they lived next door to each other never a cross word passed between them. And me dad used to be friendly with her husband, Phil – they used to go to the pub together a couple of times a week. I bet they’re not so friendly now he’s married a slip of a girl. They probably think he’s lost the run of his senses, and they wouldn’t be far wrong.’


The gas-light started to flicker and Mary jumped to her feet. ‘I’d better feed the meter while I can still see it, save me fumbling around in the dark.’


‘Here yer are, I’ve got a penny in me pocket.’


‘No, I’ve got me week’s supply on the kitchen shelf.’ Mary reached up to where she kept the pennies, and as her hand covered the one at the top of the pile, a frown crossed her face. She lifted them all down and her frown deepened when she counted them. She’d put six there when she’d got back from the shops, she was certain of that, and now there were only four. When one had gone missing last week she’d put it down to a mistake on her part and thought no more of it. But she hadn’t made a mistake today, that was definite.


Mary bent down and pressed a penny into the meter slot, then she turned the knob and waited for the coin to drop. Someone had taken two pennies and it wasn’t something you could just brush aside. But if she mentioned it to Stan now, it would only cause trouble and spoil the closeness there’d been between them. He hadn’t taken them, that was a cert, so that left the two girls. She’d have a word with them in the morning – try to sort it out without involving her husband. And she pushed aside the thought that there was no need to have a word with both of them because, God forgive her, she knew which one would be the thief.


Stan folded the paper up when Mary came back into the room. ‘How about a cup of tea and then an early night in bed, love?’ There was that special look in his hazel eyes which never failed to set Mary’s pulses racing. ‘It’s yer own fault for reminding me of the days when we were courting.’


‘You cheeky beggar!’ Mary didn’t need to put a smile on her face, it came of its own free will. She’d sort out the problem of the missing pennies tomorrow, and make sure it didn’t happen again. But tonight belonged to her and Stan. ‘I’ve a good mind to tell yer I’ve got a headache, that would dampen yer passion.’ She huffed. ‘Reminding indeed! That’s an insult, that is. I’m going to have to ask Amy for some tips, see where I’m going wrong. She said every time Ben looks at her his eyes fill with desire for her voluptuous body.’


‘She’s a corker, she is.’ Stan laughed. ‘She’s got a voluptuous body all right, yer could lose yerself in it.’


‘I’ll put the kettle on while you dream of Amy’s body. When I see her tomorrow I’ll tell her what yer said and she’ll be over the moon.’


‘Ooh, don’t tell her, love, I’d never hear the end of it. She’d be waiting for me coming home from work and she’d make a holy show of me in the street.’


‘Be a coward and come in the back way, then.’ Mary was chuckling as she walked through to the kitchen. ‘By dinnertime tomorrow, Wilf the butcher, Billy the greengrocer and Greg from the Maypole will all know that yer fancy her.’ She popped her head around the door. ‘Of course, if yer treat me right I promise not to tell her.’


‘That’s blackmail, that is.’


‘Yeah, I know. Isn’t it lovely? I’ve got yer in me clutches now, so behave yerself.’ She gave him a broad wink. ‘No, on second thoughts, I don’t want yer to behave yerself.’


‘I’ve no intention of behaving meself, love, not tonight.’


‘That’s all right, then. I’ll see if I’ve got a Beechams Powder in the house, just in case I feel a headache coming on.’


Mary carried a plate of toast through the next morning and placed it on the table. The two girls were sitting next to each other and Mary stood opposite, her knuckles white as she leaned her weight on the table. Since Stan had left for work she’d been rehearsing in her mind how she would broach the subject. But there was no nice way of doing it, so she gazed from one to the other, and said, ‘There’s two pennies missing from me gas money. Who knows anything about it?’


Laura’s reply came quickly. ‘Don’t look at me, I don’t know nothing about it.’


Jenny looked puzzled. ‘What d’yer mean, Mam, two pennies have gone missing?’


‘Just what I said, sunshine. I put six pennies on the shelf when I came back from the shops, but when I went to get one for the meter last night, there were only four there. And they couldn’t have walked away by themselves.’


Laura bit off a piece of toast and talked through a mouthful of the crispy golden bread. ‘Me dad must have taken them for his fare. Ask him when he comes home.’


‘And shall I ask him if he took the one that went missing last week? No, yer can leave yer dad out of this, he didn’t take them. So I want to know what you two know about it?’


Jenny’s head was bent over her plate and her voice was low. ‘I didn’t take them, Mam. That would be stealing.’


‘Ooh, listen to Miss Goody Two-shoes,’ Laura mocked. ‘Never does nothing wrong.’


‘Less of that, Laura.’ Mary’s voice was sharp. ‘Your sister’s said she didn’t take them, so what have you got to say for yerself?’


‘I didn’t take yer rotten pennies.’ Laura chewed on the last bit of toast, a bold look in her green eyes. ‘They must have dropped off the shelf and fallen behind the cupboard.’ She licked her fingers before pushing her chair back. ‘Or yer could have been mistaken and only put four there in the first place. Anyway, it’s time we were on our way to school if we don’t want to get the cane for being late.’


‘Sit down,’ Mary said, her face set. ‘Neither of yer leaves this house until we find out what happened to those pennies. I’m not so well off I can afford to lose them, but that’s not the real issue. If there’s a thief in this house I want to know who it is.’


Laura laughed. ‘Don’t be stupid! Yer can’t keep us off school, me dad would go hairless if yer did that.’


Mary leaned forward so her face was on a level with her daughter’s. ‘Don’t you ever dare call me stupid or I’ll give yer the hiding of yer life. If I say yer not going to school, then that’s the end of the matter. And don’t threaten me with telling your father, because yer won’t need to, I’ll do it meself.’


‘Mam, we will get into trouble if we don’t go to school,’ Jenny said. ‘We’ll get six strokes of the cane and be behind with our lessons.’


‘No, yer won’t get the cane because I’ll give yer a note to take in. But neither of yer leave here until the matter is settled. If a thief gets away with it once, they’ll steal again, and I’ll not entertain it in this house.’


Jenny was near to tears. She enjoyed school and was an eager pupil. If she missed a day she’d be behind her friends. ‘That’s not fair, Mam, ’cos I haven’t done nothing wrong. I haven’t got the pennies and keeping me off won’t help yer find them.’


‘Oh, shut yer face,’ Laura said, giving her sister a sharp dig in the ribs. ‘Ye’re a proper whinger, you are.’


‘I’d rather be a whinger than a thief.’ Jenny had put up with a lot over the years, taken the blame too often for her sister’s misdeeds. She’d tolerated it for a quiet life, but having to miss school was the last straw. ‘I think me mam’s two pennies are in yer shoe. I saw yer messing around when I was getting dressed but thought nothing of it.’


Before Mary realised what was happening, Laura had grabbed locks of her sister’s long golden hair in both hands and was pulling hard, a vicious look on her face. ‘You rotten liar! I haven’t got nothing in me shoes.’


Jenny was wincing with pain as she pleaded, ‘Let go, ye’re hurting me.’


Mary rounded the table and took hold of a handful of Laura’s dark hair. ‘Let go, or I’ll give yer a dose of yer own medicine.’ The threat didn’t work, but a sharp tug did. ‘Now stop this fighting right away, d’yer hear me? Sit up straight in yer chairs and behave yerselves.’


Mary sighed as she gazed down at her daughters. Was she going too far? Making a mountain out of a molehill? No, she told herself, she couldn’t just let it go. It was one penny last week, two pennies today, what would she do when it came to sixpences – let that go as well?


‘Laura, have you got the money?’


‘No, I haven’t! She’s a liar, trying to get me into trouble.’


Jenny’s face was white. ‘I might be wrong, Mam.’


‘Right, well you go off to school now, sunshine, and Laura will follow in five minutes. I’m not having the two of yer fighting in the street. If yer run all the way, yer’ll make it in time.’


Jenny grabbed her coat off the hook behind the door and was out of the house like greased lightning. She knew her sister would have it in for her, but if Laura hit her she wouldn’t just stand there like she usually did, she’d fight back this time.


Mary waited until she heard the front door close, then sighed. ‘I’ll ask yer again, Laura. Have yer got the money in yer shoe?’


‘No, I haven’t, so there!’ Laura tossed her hair. ‘I told yer that once, so why ask?’


‘In that case, yer won’t mind taking yer shoes off for me.’


‘Oh yes, I would mind! I’m going to tell me dad on yer, he’ll have something to say.’


‘If I were you I wouldn’t mention it to yer dad, he’d be so disappointed in yer. If yer’ve got the money, hand it over and we’ll say no more about it. I won’t tell yer dad or Jenny, or anyone. Unless it happens again, and then I will shout my mouth off.’


Laura glared. All this for two lousy pennies. But she could tell by the set of her mother’s jaw that she meant every word she said. ‘Oh, all right.’ She bent down and took a shoe off then emptied it over the table. The two coins rolled towards Mary, who stopped them with her hand. ‘I wouldn’t have to pinch if yer gave us enough pocket-money.’


Mary felt no anger, only sadness. ‘We give you as much pocket-money as we can afford. I have to rob Peter to pay Paul every week, but you wouldn’t understand that. Well, yer might understand, but yer wouldn’t care. All yer think about, Laura, is yerself. I’ve always known yer were selfish, but I never dreamt yer would stoop to stealing from yer own mother. I won’t tell yer dad about this because it would kill him. So I’ll give yer one more chance. But a word of warning … nobody likes a liar or a thief and yer could end up without a friend in the world.’


Laura bent to put her shoe back on. ‘Yer won’t tell anyone, will yer?’


Mary sighed and shook her head. ‘No, not this time. But do it again, sunshine, and I’ll be the one who goes running to yer dad.’ She waited until her daughter straightened up and held out her arms. ‘Come and give us a kiss and say ye’re sorry, and promise me faithfully yer’ll never do it again. Yer see, Laura, if anyone found out, they’d never trust yer again, and yer don’t want that, do yer?’


When Laura walked into her mother’s arms, sobbing that she definitely wouldn’t do it again, the tears she shed were not of shame or remorse. They were tears of relief that her father wasn’t going to find out, and regret that she’d been caught. And there was a certain amount of self-pity as she told herself she was stupid to have taken the two pennies. If only she’d been satisfied with one, like last week, her mother probably wouldn’t have noticed.


‘Come on, now, sunshine, wipe yer eyes and get going. If yer run like the wind yer might just make it before the bell goes and the gates are closed.’


Mary’s heart was heavy as she watched her daughter running down the street. She’d keep her promise and not mention the matter to a living soul. But as she closed the front door, she let out a deep sigh. She wanted to believe Laura when she promised not to do it again, but try as she might, Mary couldn’t help feeling that the tears and promises were an act put on to get her out of trouble. And she doubted that her daughter meant a word of what she’d said.


Gasping for breath, Laura slipped through the school gate just as it was being closed by Mr Johnston, one of the teachers from the boys’ school. The two schools were housed in the same building, but the two sexes never mixed. Even the playground was divided by high iron railings.


‘Leave the house earlier in future, or you’ll be locked out.’ Mr Johnston’s voice was stern, his eyes angry. ‘All the children are in assembly now, so wait in the corridor until prayers are over, then report to Miss Harrison’s office.’


Laura gaped. You only reported to the headmistress’s office if you were going to get the cane. ‘I couldn’t help being a bit late, Mr Johnston, it wasn’t my fault. Me mam’s not feeling well and sent me on a message to the corner shop.’ The lies dripped off her tongue. ‘And I ran all the way, honest. I ran that fast I’ve got a pain in me chest.’


‘You have missed assembly and Miss Harrison will want to know why.’ The giant key to the school gate was tapped on the palm of the teacher’s open hand. ‘I suggest you make your excuses to her and she will judge whether you deserve to be punished or not.’


He walked ahead of Laura through the double doors, and without a backward glance he turned sharp left towards the ever-locked door which separated the two schools. The girl was so angry she felt like pulling tongues behind his back, but thought better of it. She was in enough trouble without asking for more. With a bit of luck the headmistress might believe her story about being sent to the shops, especially if she offered to bring a note in tomorrow from home.


The corridors were empty and quiet with everyone in assembly, and as Laura stood outside Miss Harrison’s office the silence played on her nerves. The headmistress was very strict and feared by all the children. A smile on her face was a rare sight indeed. It wasn’t going to be easy to pull the wool over her eyes, but she could only try. Getting six strokes of the cane off a woman who looked as though she thoroughly enjoyed inflicting pain, was no laughing matter.


Laura didn’t lay any of the blame for her predicament at her own door. If their Jenny hadn’t snitched on her she wouldn’t be standing here now, shivering with apprehension. Her mother would never have dreamt of looking in her shoe for the missing pennies if her sister hadn’t put the idea into her head. Well, she’d be sorry she hadn’t kept her mouth shut by the time Laura had finished with her. She’d get her in the playground when they had their mid-morning break and Miss Goody Two-shoes would regret clatting on her.


The double doors of the assembly hall burst open and a stream of girls rushed out, chattering as they headed for their classrooms. Some of them sneered behind their hands when they saw Laura, who was unpopular with most of the girls because she was always bullying the younger children and causing trouble. Two of her mates stopped, curious to know what she’d done to warrant a visit to the dreaded office, but she hissed that she’d tell them later. Her eyes were peeled for sight of her sister, and when Jenny passed, Laura bared her teeth in a snarl. ‘I’ll get you for this, just see if I don’t.’


Jenny shrugged her shoulders and walked on. Another time she might have been frightened by her sister’s threat, but not now. She wasn’t sorry for what she’d done, and she’d do it again if need be. Laura had played some dirty tricks in her life but stealing from her own mother was a terrible thing to do. Especially when their mam had a struggle every week to make ends meet.


Laura stood to attention when the headmistress strode towards her, her figure squat and her walk manly. One look at the severe expression on the plain face told the girl she could expect no sympathy from that quarter. ‘Good morning, Miss Harrison.’


Ignoring the greeting, the headmistress turned the handle on the office door and pushed it open. Her face only an inch away from the terrified girl, she barked, ‘Enter.’


Laura nearly jumped out of her skin. And as she entered the office, tears welled up in her eyes and she allowed them to flow freely down her cheeks.


‘Stop that snivelling, girl!’ Miss Harrison sat down at the far side of the desk and with the end of her pencil, began a rhythmic tapping on the wooden top. ‘Mr Johnston tells me you were late for school.’


Laura made no attempt to stem the flow of tears. She needed all the help she could get right now. ‘I got in before the gate closed, Miss Harrison. And it wasn’t my fault. I was ready for school in time but me mam’s not well and she sent me on a message for her. She was going to write me a note, explaining, but I would have been worse late.’


‘Worse late, Nightingale!’ The dark grey eyebrows nearly touched the matching grey hairline. ‘Your grammar is atrocious! Have you learned nothing in your nine years of schooling?’


‘I’m sorry, Miss.’


‘Being sorry won’t get you a job when you leave school, my girl. Now stop that blabbering and listen to me. You will bring a note from your mother in the morning, and if I’m convinced that you haven’t written it yourself, you’ll be excused punishment for being late. But you will be punished for your treatment of the English language. You will stay in the classroom during playtime this morning and this afternoon, and you will write out fifty sentences, each sentence containing one of these words.’ Miss Harrison reached for a pad lying on the side of her desk and began to write quickly. Then she tore the page off and held it out. ‘Read them to me and tell me if you understand their meaning.’


Laura stared down at the paper and read the words aloud. ‘Late, later, latest, lately and lateness.’ She looked up and kept her face a picture of innocence, even though she was seething inside. Fifty sentences meant twenty-five this morning and the same in the afternoon. She’d never do that many in fifteen minutes. And she wasn’t good at English, she’d make all sorts of mistakes with no one to copy off. But their Jenny could do it, she was always top of the class in English. ‘If I don’t get them all done, Miss, can I take them home and finish them there?’


‘If you put your mind to it, Nightingale, instead of staring out of the window, you should have no trouble writing short sentences in a matter of seconds. How about, “I was late today”? Or have you forgotten the reason you are standing in my office? Now, away to your classroom and I’ll expect you to report back here at half-past three with the finished work, all neat and tidy and without any spelling errors.’ She waved a dismissive hand. ‘Now, go.’


Laura forced herself to turn slowly and leave the room, closing the door quietly behind her. Once in the corridor, though, she gave vent to her anger. Her fists clenched, she swore vengeance on her sister. It was through Jenny she was going to miss playtime and be a laughing stock in the classroom. She knew most of the girls disliked her and would get great pleasure out of seeing her humiliated. Well, they’d be in for a bigger treat tomorrow because there was no way she could do fifty sentences, let alone without a spelling error. And that would earn her the wrath of Miss Harrison and six strokes of the cane.


But luck was on Laura’s side when she got to her classroom and found herself sitting next to one of the cleverest girls in the class. She never had a kind word for the girl usually, always skitting her for being a brainbox. The task the headmistress had set would be no problem to this girl, a fact Laura’s crafty mind was quick to work out. So as she lifted the lid of her desk she gave her a bright smile. ‘Hello, Helen.’


Helen’s brown eyes were suspicious. ‘What have you been up to?’


Laura made sure the teacher’s back was towards them before she answered. ‘Nothing. I was late getting in and I’ve got to bring a note tomorrow from me mam to say why.’ She closed the lid of the desk and slid the piece of paper across. ‘Could you write fifty short sentences using one of those words in each?’


Helen fingered the paper. ‘Of course I could, easy.’


‘I bet yer couldn’t do it in half-an-hour.’


The girl’s smile was smug. ‘I could, but then I’m not a dunce like you.’


Laura bit on her tongue. ‘Go on, show us then. I bet yer any money yer can’t do it.’


The teacher, Miss Baldwin, had been chalking on the blackboard and she now turned to face the class. ‘These are your sums for today. Copy them into your book and I want them completed and on my desk before the bell goes.’


Helen dutifully opened her exercise book and began to copy the sums in her neat writing. There were never any dirty fingermarks on her pages, nor any altered figures. She turned her head when Laura poked her on the arm. ‘Don’t be stupid, I can’t do them now.’


‘Yer’ll be finished with the sums before anyone else, so yer could do a few sentences. Just to prove to me that yer can do it.’


Casting doubt on her ability was something Helen wouldn’t tolerate. She finished her sums before Laura was halfway through hers, then, keeping a watchful eye on the teacher, she tore a page from the middle of her exercise book. After checking the words on the piece of paper Laura had put in front of her, she began to write. And when the bell went to announce the morning break, she slid the sheet of paper across to Laura with a supercilious grin on her face. ‘There you are, twenty-five sentences. You could never do that, ye’re too thick.’


Laura smiled as she gazed down at the neatly written sentences. Once she had copied them into her exercise book, she was halfway there. And now Helen had given her an idea of what to write, all she had to do for the next twenty-five was to alter each sentence a little. Her troubles were over, and for that she’d let Helen get away with saying she was thick. Although, when you came to think about it, it was Helen who was thick for walking into her trap. ‘That’s great, that is. Yer are clever, Helen.’


The girls lined up to put their books on the teacher’s desk, then hurried out, eager to be away from the eagle eye of Miss Baldwin. Laura stayed at her desk waiting for the classroom to empty, and when one of her friends stopped to ask if she was coming, she explained that she’d been given lines to do by the headmistress and warned her not to let on to any of the other girls. Helen need never know she’d been duped because the lesson after playtime was history, and that was taken by Miss Hawkins in a different classroom. And the chances of sitting next to Helen again were remote, Laura would make sure of that.


History and geography were Laura’s worst subjects. They didn’t interest her and she could see no sense in them. After all, what good did it do you to know that the Battle of Hastings was fought in 1066? How many times in her life was she going to be asked that? No, when she left school in a couple of months she’d be too busy going out with boys, to the pictures or dancing, to give a thought to the likes of Henry VIII and all his blinking wives.


When Mary answered the knock on the door her eyes flew open in surprise. ‘Dad! I never expected to see you! Aren’t yer at work today?’


Joe Steadman took his cap off and ran his fingers nervously back and forth along the stiffened peak. ‘Yeah, I’m working near here and thought I’d nip along and see yer in me dinner hour.’


Mary opened the door wider and waved a hand. ‘Come on in, don’t be standing on me step or the neighbours will think ye’re the club-man and I owe yer money.’ She closed the door behind him and bustled through to the kitchen. ‘I’ll put the kettle on and make yer a sandwich. It won’t be much, mind, ’cos I haven’t got much in.’


‘There’s no need, lass, I’ve got me carry-out with me. But a cup of tea would go down a real treat.’ Joe took a small parcel from his pocket before sitting down. He gazed around the room, noting everything was neat and tidy, and spotlessly clean. He closed his eyes as a feeling of sadness descended on him. It must be nearly a year since he’d been in this house. His marrying Celia so soon after his wife died had caused a rift between him and his daughter which he bitterly regretted. She was his own flesh and blood, and he missed her so much, and Stan and the two girls. He wouldn’t have stayed away so long, but he knew the sight of him and his young wife upset and embarrassed Mary and he thought it was for the best. But his longing to see her had grown stronger over the months and today he could no longer resist that longing. He hadn’t been sure of the reception he’d get, but at least she hadn’t closed the door in his face.


In the kitchen Mary lit the gas-ring under the kettle then leaned against the sink to sort her thoughts out. She’d called her father all the names under the sun since her mam died, but when she saw him standing on her step, looking like a little boy who was hoping the person opening the door would be glad to see him, her heart went out to him. He was her dad and she still loved him. Although she’d never admitted it, for the last year there’d been a void in her life without him. She would never change her view that what he did was wrong, but she still had fond memories of the man who used to tickle her tummy to make her laugh, gave her piggy-backs and took her to the swings in the park. She remembered how full of fun he always was and how happy their home had been.


The kettle gave out a piercing whistle and she turned the gas off before reaching for a cloth to wrap around the hot handle. ‘Won’t be long now, Dad. I’ll just let it brew for a few minutes because I know yer like yer tea strong enough to stand a spoon up in.’


‘Don’t worry, lass, I’ll drink it as it comes.’


He was sitting in Stan’s chair when Mary carried two steaming cups through, and she tutted. ‘Why don’t yer sit at the table and I’ll give yer a plate to put yer sandwiches on? Anyone would think we were poverty-stricken if they saw yer eating from the paper.’ She pulled a chair out and sat down. ‘Come on, sit at the table in a proper manner.’


‘I haven’t got long, lass, we only get an hour for dinner.’ He lowered his eyes to the plate. ‘I just wanted to see yer and make sure yer were all right. It’s been over a year now, and I have missed yer.’


‘Yeah, it’s been too long, Dad.’ Mary frowned as she watched him transfer the sandwiches from the paper to the plate. ‘In the name of God, Dad, what d’yer call them? They don’t look very appetising, and there’s not enough there to feed a bird.’


Joe Steadman flushed and averted his eyes. ‘I made them meself and I’m not very good at it.’ He lifted his head and attempted a smile. ‘I’ve never been house-trained, yer see.’


‘Yer don’t need to be house-trained when yer’ve got a wife to look after yer.’ Mary studied his face and it suddenly struck her that he was a lot thinner than he’d ever been. And there were a lot more lines on his face, adding years to his appearance. ‘Doesn’t she get out of bed to see to yer breakfast and carry-out?’


‘It’s not worth her getting up for that, I can manage meself.’


‘Yer’ve lost a lot of weight, Dad. It seems to me she doesn’t feed yer proper.’


‘She does her best, but she’s only young and yer can’t expect miracles.’


‘Miracles! A pan of scouse isn’t a miracle, Dad! Even our Laura and Jenny could make a really good stew if it came to the push. They help me at the weekend making the dinner and they’re not bad little cooks for their age. And they’re only schoolkids, Dad – a lot younger than the one you married. If they can do it, why can’t she?’


‘She wasn’t used to housework and she’s still learning.’ Joe couldn’t hold back the sigh that escaped. ‘She’ll be all right, given time.’


One part of Mary’s mind was telling her to mind her own business, another was reminding her that Joe was her father – and he had certainly gone down the nick since she last saw him. She couldn’t just ignore it. ‘So, while she’s learning, playing mothers and fathers, like, you’re going to starve to death? Buck yer ideas up, Dad, and be firm with her. Otherwise she’ll act the fool for the rest of her life. She’s a grown woman, for crying out loud, not a ruddy chit of a girl. She wanted to get married and be a housewife, so for heaven’s sake make her get on with it.’


Twelve months ago, Joe would have risen to his new wife’s defence, but not now, he was too weary. ‘I’ve tried, lass, but talking to her is like water off a duck’s back. She’s still a child, never quite grown up. And I’m beginning to think she never will.’


‘She never will, unless yer put yer foot down with her!’ Mary sighed with frustration. ‘My God, she knew a soft touch when she saw one.’ She knew she was walking on eggshells, but she couldn’t keep the words back. ‘Does she keep yer house like me mam used to?’


‘She does her best.’ Joe pushed the plate away and leaned his elbows on the table. ‘I’ll have to be more firm with her, that’s all.’


At that moment, Mary knew in her heart that her father rued the day when he’d married the young Celia. She’d chased after him, flattered him and made him feel young again. Their honeymoon had been a whirl of pubs, pictures and dances, and had lasted three months. After that, Celia didn’t bother putting up a pretence and allowed her real self to surface. Her real self being lazy, brazen and man-mad.


‘Well, that’s your business, Dad. I won’t say any more except don’t be daft with her. It’s no good our falling out the first time we meet in twelve months.’ Mary laced her fingers and rested her chin on them. ‘Yer said yer were working near here, where exactly is that?’


Joe was a plumber and had been with the same firm since he left school. ‘We’re working on a school in Bedford Road, laying some new pipes and putting in a couple of wash-basins. It’s not a big job, we’ll be finished this week.’


Mary glanced at the clock. ‘It’s a good ten-minute walk, Dad, yer’d better watch the time.’


‘Yeah, I’ll just have another half a cup of tea, then I’ll be off.’


As she poured the tea, Mary asked, ‘Why don’t yer come tomorrow dinnertime and I’ll have something ready for yer? It won’t be a banquet, but even egg on toast would be better than those ruddy sandwiches yer’ve just had.’ She smiled across the table. ‘Anyway, I’d like to see yer again.’


Joe’s face showed his pleasure. ‘As long as yer don’t mind. I don’t want to put yer out, be any bother.’


‘No bother at all. Just wait until I tell Stan and the girls yer’ve been, they’ll be dead jealous they didn’t get to see yer.’


‘I’ll call in one night and see them.’ Joe saw his daughter’s eyes cloud over and was quick to put her mind at rest. ‘Celia goes out with a mate sometimes. I’ll come on one of the nights she’s going out.’


When Mary was seeing him out, Joe bent to kiss her cheek. ‘I was worried about coming, but I’m glad I did. We’ve broken the ice, now, haven’t we, lass?’


‘Yes, Dad, we’ve broken the ice and it’ll stay broken.’ She felt quite emotional as she gave him a big hug. ‘I’ll see yer tomorrow. Ta-ra.’


‘You’re late.’ Mary turned the tap off when Laura came through to the kitchen. ‘Our Jenny got home ages ago.’


‘I had to go to Miss Harrison’s office after classes and she kept me waiting in the corridor for about ten minutes. I got into trouble for being late and she gave me lines to do during playtime. And on top of that she wants you to give me a note to take in tomorrow. I told her I had to go on a message for yer. It was dead unfair, though, ’cos I got through the gate before Mr Johnston had closed it. He could have let me off but he’s too miserable. I’ll be glad when I leave school, I hate it.’


Knowing her daughter’s writing was terrible and she couldn’t spell for toffee, Mary was apprehensive when she asked, ‘And these lines yer had to do, did Miss Harrison check them before yer left?’


Laura tossed her head and looked really superior. ‘She checked them all right, with a blinking fine-tooth comb. I felt like asking her if she wanted a magnifying glass. But she couldn’t find any mistakes and I felt like pulling faces at her.’


‘Yer did well, sunshine, not to make any mistakes. But if she wants a note off me, explaining why yer were late, why did she give yer lines to do?’


‘Because she likes to throw her weight around, that’s why.’ Laura decided her best policy would be to make herself scarce before awkward questions started to be asked. ‘I’m going out to see Cynthia, but I’ll only be in the street if yer want me.’ She was smiling as she walked away with a jaunty air, feeling very proud of herself as she remembered the look of suspicion on the headmistress’s face as she tried to find fault with her work. But she couldn’t because it was faultless. And that was all down to good old ‘brainbox’ Helen. She was as dull as ditchwater, but she had come in useful today. Without her, Laura would have been in real trouble and her hands would now be stinging from six strokes of the cane.


Laura saw her friend, Cynthia, coming towards her and waved. In a couple of months she’d never have to worry about the cane again; she’d be a working girl who could buy her own clothes, go to the pictures if she wanted, stay out late and go with boys.





Chapter Three



Mary sat at the table with her Christmas club cards spread out before her. She’d been adding up how much she’d paid into each and there was a smile of pleasure on her face because she was better off than she thought she was. There was enough in the greengrocer’s to pay for the potatoes, the vegetables and fruit, and what she had in the butcher’s should cover her for a small turkey and a chicken. She had been hoping to buy a Christmas tree this year, but it wouldn’t run to it. Next year, though, with a few bob coming in from Laura they’d definitely have a tree, and all the trimmings.


She saw a shadow pass the back window and the next minute Amy’s face was pressed against the glass pane, her nose squashed flat like a prize-fighter’s. Mary lowered her head pretending she hadn’t seen, and feigned interest in the cards while chuckling to herself. But two seconds later she regretted her action when Amy’s knock on the window was so hard it seemed that not only was the glass pane in danger of coming in, but the whole window frame with it. She sprang to her feet, telling herself it served her right for trying to play a prank on her neighbour.


‘Good God, Amy, yer almost put the flamin’ window in!’ Mary held the back door open and her friend hurried past, rubbing her arms briskly to warm them up. ‘Apart from making me nearly jump out of me skin.’


‘It’s too cold to hang about outside, girl, it’s bleedin’ freezing. If I was a monkey I’d have had me you know whats frozen off by now.’


‘Get over by the fire, then, and let me close this door to keep the draught out.’


‘Blimey, girl, do yer call this a fire? I’d get more heat if yer breathed on me.’


‘Ye’re lucky I’ve got a fire at all, yer moaning so-and-so. I’m trying to save coal so we can have a bit extra for over the Christmas holidays. Anyway, if you’ve got a fire roaring up the chimney, why didn’t yer stay in yer own house?’


‘’Cos it’s like the frozen wastes of Siberia in there, girl, that’s why. Yer see, I haven’t got no fire at all, that’s why I came in here to get a warm and scrounge a cup of tea.’


Mary’s blue eyes were laughing as she pointed a finger. ‘Yer might not have any fire, Mrs Woman, but yer’ve got plenty of cheek to make up for it. The nerve of yer, telling me ye’re saving yer coal and tea, then having the brass neck to moan at me because me fire’s low! I suppose yer’d like me to put a shovelful of coal on the fire before I make yer a cup of tea, would yer? And while ye’re at it, why not go the whole hog and ask me for a round of toast to go with it?’


‘That’s neighbourly of yer, girl, I must say.’ Amy folded her chubby arms across her tummy so her friend couldn’t see it shaking with laughter. Adopting an innocent expression and adding a plaintive catch to her voice, she asked, ‘I don’t suppose yer’ve got an egg yer could put on the toast, have yer? Now that would be what I call real neighbourly.’


‘Sod off, Amy Hanley! I’m beginning to think I can’t afford you for a friend, yer friendship is costing me too much money.’


‘Bloody hell, girl, yer get yer money’s worth out of me. For a lousy cup of tea and round of toast, yer’ll get all the gossip of the neighbourhood. I’ve a good mind to take me business elsewhere, where I’m appreciated.’


‘Like yer neighbour on the other side, I suppose, the nosy Annie Baxter?’


‘That’s a thought, girl. I’d definitely get a poached egg on me toast if I went to her with the juicy gossip I’ve got in my possession.’ Amy’s lips were pursed as she nodded her head. ‘Hot off the presses, it is. Hasn’t had time to get around the street yet.’


Mary pulled out a chair. ‘Yer’ve got me curious, now, sunshine, so sit yerself down and tell us what this hot news is.’


‘Uh, uh! Ye’re not soft, are yer, girl? Not a word passes me lips until me tea and toast is on the table in front of me. I want to see what I’m getting for me information. And if I think yer’ve been skinny with the margarine, I’ll only tell yer half the story. I’ll leave the best bit out.’


‘Ye’re a hard woman to do business with, Amy Hanley, and I’m a ruddy fool for falling for it.’ Mary clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth and rolled her eyes towards the ceiling. ‘I’ll make a pot of tea, and do yer a round of toast, but this gossip better be good. Something like Elsie Blackburn’s husband catching her in bed with the milkman. Now that wouldn’t be news, but it would be gossip.’


Amy’s brows drew together. ‘What d’yer mean? I know everything what goes on in this street and I’ve never heard that about Elsie Blackburn. How come you know about it and I don’t?’


‘How come I know what, sunshine?’


‘About Elsie Blackburn.’


‘What about Elsie Blackburn?’


‘So help me, I’ll strangle yer in a minute, Mary Nightingale. Yer know damn well what I’m talking about – her husband catching her in bed with the milkman.’


Mary let her mouth gape in feigned horror. ‘He didn’t, did he? Ooh, he wouldn’t like that, would he? Did he give her and the milkman a good hiding?’


Amy’s face was set for a few seconds, then her infectious laughter filled the room. ‘Yer had me going for a while, there, girl. I thought to meself, aye aye, she must be pinching me job off me ’cos her gossip’s better than mine. Me own common sense should have told me yer were having me on. I mean, the state of Elsie! A feller would have to be blind to go with Elsie, and the milkman’s not blind. He’s flat-footed, got a squint in one eye and yer can count the hairs on his head, but blind he ain’t.’


‘May God forgive us, Amy Hanley, for talking about them like that. Elsie’s a nice woman, wouldn’t say boo to a goose, and the milkman, Harry, is a decent bloke and a happily married man. Neither of them are bad-looking, either! Anyone would think we were Jean Harlow lookalikes, to hear us talk.’


‘It’s only in fun, girl, we’re not doing no one any harm. I know I don’t look like Jean Harlow because I haven’t got blonde hair.’ Amy pinched on her bottom lip, her eyes narrowed in thought. ‘No, I’d say I’m more yer Joan Bennett type – slim, sultry and dark-haired.’


Mary grinned. ‘I’ll go and put the kettle on and leave yer to yer wishful thinking. Yer’ve got such a vivid imagination, sunshine, can’t yer imagine Joan Bennett sitting at the table in her big Hollywood mansion, saying, “I’m a dead ringer for that Amy Hanley what lives in Liverpool. I’m lucky she doesn’t live in Hollywood, or she’d be pinching me job off me”.’


Amy waited until her friend had filled the kettle and lit the gas-ring before calling through to the kitchen. ‘Many a true word is spoken in jest, girl, remember that. One of these days I will catch the eye of one of them talent scouts, then I’ll be on me way up in the world. The new sex siren, that’s what they’ll call me. But I won’t let it go to me head, girl, I’ll always remember me friends. Yer’ll always be welcome in my mansion, and there’ll always be a cup of tea and a round of toast for yer.’


Mary popped her head around the door. ‘D’yer mean I’ve got to wait until ye’re a film star before I get a cup of tea off yer?’


Amy’s face took on what she thought was a haughty expression. ‘Sarcasm does not become you, Mary Nightingale. And have you forgotten that cup of tea you had in my house last Pancake Tuesday?’


‘I most certainly have not! It was such a red-letter day, I made a note of it.’ Mary gave a low cry. ‘Ooh, I’ve forgotten yer flippin’ toast – it’ll be burnt to a cinder.’


‘Put plenty of marge on it, girl, and I won’t notice.’ Amy picked up one of the cards lying on the table. ‘Counting yer club money, were yer, girl?’


‘Yeah.’ Mary put a plate down in front of her neighbour and hurried back for the two cups of tea. ‘I’ve done better than I thought and I’m dead pleased with meself.’


‘That’s what I came in for, to talk about Christmas, but yer put me off me stroke talking about Elsie Blackburn. A right bit of useless information, that was.’


‘You cheeky beggar! Yer came in here to do a deal, that’s what. A cup of tea and a round of toast in exchange for the latest gossip. I’ve kept my part of the bargain, so start talking, sunshine, and make it good.’


Amy folded the round of toast and took a big bite. She grinned as she chewed, her short legs swinging backwards under the chair. ‘I did that so yer couldn’t take it back off me if yer thought what I’ve got to tell yer wasn’t worth it.’


‘It’s such a long time ago, Amy, I’ve lost interest, anyway.’


‘I know how yer feel, girl, ’cos I’ve lost interest meself. I thought it was funny when I first heard it, but now it’s as stale as this piece of bread.’ When Mary’s mouth opened to protest, Amy raised her hand. ‘Only kidding, girl, don’t get yer knickers in a twist. I’ll tell yer quick, then we can talk about me plans for Christmas.’ She finished the last of the toast and licked her fingers. ‘Sammy Cooper staggered home last night, dead drunk. And Aggie did no more than hit him over the head with a rolling pin. I believe he’s gone to work this morning with a lump on his head as big as an egg.’ Amy’s tummy rumbled with laughter. ‘The part that tickled me was, he couldn’t remember anything and asked Aggie if he’d fallen out of bed. She told him she didn’t know because she was sound asleep, but if he had fallen he must have picked himself up again because she certainly didn’t.’


‘Ah, she shouldn’t have done that, the poor man hardly ever goes out. She’s twice the size of him, too, she could have killed him.’


‘Don’t worry, she won’t do it again. Frightened the life out of herself, she did. And to make it up to him, she’s giving him his favourite meal – liver and onions. The silly cow doesn’t realise he’ll twig something’s up. He’ll be sitting at the table wondering how he came by this ruddy big lump, and she’ll put a plate of liver and onions in front of him. That’s never been known on a Tuesday night before, so he’s bound to put two and two together. And if he does we can expect to see Aggie with a black eye tomorrow.’ Amy rested her elbows on the table. ‘Now that’s out of the way, let’s get down to business. How about us having a party on Christmas night? We could go halfy-halfy with the food and it wouldn’t cost that much. We’ve never had a real knees-up, jars out party, on account of the kids. But they’re old enough now, so let’s have a bit of fun and enjoy ourselves.’
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