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Chapter One


Nellie McDonough laced her chubby fingers together, then laid her hands flat on the table. ‘D’yer know what, girl? If I could get me hands on that Hitler feller, I’d wring his ruddy neck! I was sayin’ that to George last night, when we were havin’ a quiet talk before we went to bed.’ She shook her head in indignation, sending her layers of chins swinging from side to side. ‘One man causin’ all that trouble, it fair makes me blood boil.’


‘I agree with yer, Nellie,’ said her friend Molly Bennett. ‘I can’t understand why someone hasn’t bumped him off before now!’


‘Put a gun in me hand, point me in the right direction, an’ I’ll bump him off willingly!’ Once again Nellie’s chins did a dance. ‘Mind you, someone would ’ave to show me how to use the ruddy thing first, otherwise I’d be shootin’ me own toes off.’


A smile played around Molly’s mouth as she eyed her friend with affection. ‘Nellie, isn’t it a pity Chamberlain doesn’t know about you? ’cos if he did, all his troubles would be over. All he’d have to do would be to lock yer in an empty room with Hitler just for five minutes, an’ there wouldn’t be no flamin’ war.’


When Nellie grinned, the fat on her cheeks moved upwards to cover her eyes. ‘Ye’re right there, girl! There wouldn’t be no Hitler, either, ’cos I’d pulverize him!’


‘Pulverize or marmalize, Nellie, I wouldn’t be fussy how yer did it, as long as yer put him out of action for ever. A flamin’ madman, he is! Did yer read in the Echo that some mothers are sendin’ their kids away to places in the country? It’s not natural that, it would break my heart to send our Ruthie away.’


‘So even if a war does start, an’ evacuatin’ becomes compulsory, yer wouldn’t let her go?’


‘Would I heckers like! I’d never know a minute’s peace if I let her go to strangers!’ Ruthie was the baby of the family, and because she’d come along seven years after Tommy, the only boy, Molly was inclined to spoil her. ‘I mean, how would I know if they were good to her, if she was gettin’ enough to eat and if her clothes were being aired off properly?’ The very idea sent a shiver down Molly’s spine. ‘Takin’ a child away from her family an’ stickin’ her in with strangers, it doesn’t bear thinkin’ about, does it?’


‘Don’t let’s think about it then.’ Nellie gazed around the room, a knowing look on her face. ‘But before we stop talkin’ about it, can I say how jammy yer were, gettin’ all this new furniture when yer did? With most of the factories on war work, pretty soon yer won’t be able to get furniture for love nor money.’


‘I’ve thought about that meself, Nellie! Jack winning that twenty pounds on the pools was a godsend.’ Molly noticed the time and jumped to her feet. ‘I’ve got a few bits of washin’ to peg out, so d’yer want to hang on an’ we can go up to the shops together? It’ll only take me five minutes at the most.’


‘No, I’ll nip home and peel the spuds.’ Nellie spread her hands on the table and pushed herself up. ‘I’ve got me dinner cookin’ on a low light. It’s ham shank tonight, with onions, vegetables and barley.’ She rubbed her tummy and licked her lips. ‘Me mouth’s waterin’ just thinkin’ about it.’


Molly gazed with affection at the eighteen-stone woman who lived three doors away. They’d been neighbours for over twenty years, since the day they’d both moved into the street of two-up two-down terraced houses as newly-weds. But over the years they’d become more than just neighbours … they were best mates. True, they’d had their fights when the kids were little, but their scraps had always ended up in laughter. They’d always been there for each other, sharing the good times and the bad times. And when the kids were little there were plenty of bad times … with not enough money coming in to make ends meet. Molly remembered now the day they’d sat at her table and emptied their purses. Ninepence ha’penny they had between them, and that was to feed two husbands, six children and themselves. Molly was in despair, but Nellie refused to be downhearted. With her basket resting in the crook of her arm, she’d marched down to the shops and come back with the makings of a huge pan of scouse which they shared between the two houses. Admittedly the meat was conspicuous by its absence, but there were no complaints. And for the rest of the week they’d lived on tick from the corner shop. But through it all there had been happiness, laughter and affection. And the bond between the two women had been strengthened a few months ago when Steve, Nellie’s eighteen-year-old son, had become engaged to Molly’s eldest daughter, seventeen-year-old Jill.


‘In the name of God, Nellie, what’s wrong with yer stocking? It’s all wrinkled round yer ankle like a concertina!’


Nellie tutted. ‘It’s me flamin’ garter, girl, the elastic’s gone.’ Gripping the back of a chair for support, she lifted her leg. ‘I can’t see that far down, these get in the way.’ She patted her mountainous bosom with the other hand. ‘It’s years since I saw me feet … in fact if it weren’t for me corns givin’ me gyp, I wouldn’t know they were there.’


‘Ah, yer poor thing, me heart bleeds for yer.’ Molly grinned as she stood up. ‘Do somethin’ with yer stocking before we next go to the shops, I’d be ashamed to be seen out with yer like that.’


‘I’ll walk behind yer if yer like.’ Nellie drew herself up to her full height, pretending her feelings had been hurt. ‘I mean, the last thing in the world I’d want to do is shame yer.’


‘Will yer go home, missus, an’ let me put me washing out? If we don’t get a move on, the shops will be closed for dinner.’


‘I’m goin’, I’m goin’.’ Nellie dropped her eyes to Molly’s legs. ‘Did yer know yer’ve got a dirty big ladder in yer stocking?’


Molly lifted her skirt and twisted her leg. ‘I can’t see a …’ She glanced up to see the sly smile on Nellie’s face. ‘Why you … you!’


Nellie’s chubby face was the picture of innocence. ‘I could have sworn I saw a ladder … must ’ave been a trick of the light.’ She waddled to the door and turned. ‘Ever been had, girl?’


‘One of these days I’ll get me own back on you,’ Molly called after her. ‘Just you wait an’ see if I don’t.’


Standing by the front door, Nellie chuckled. ‘Yer know, girl, after tryin’ for twenty years I think yer deserve to catch me out. Otherwise yer’ll be gettin’ one of those in … infer …’ She dropped her hand from the latch and walked back along the hall. ‘What is it yer get when ye’re always losin’?’


Trying to keep a straight face, Molly said, ‘Yer mean an inferiority complex?’


Nellie fluttered her eyelashes. ‘Aren’t I lucky to ’ave an edicated mate? Anyway, we can’t have yer gettin’ one of them inferiority things ’cos it could be painful.’


Molly picked up a cushion. ‘If ye’re not out of that door in two ticks, missus, yer’ll get this in yer physog.’


When Tony Reynolds caught sight of Molly and Nellie passing the window of his butcher’s shop, a huge grin covered his face. Turning to his assistant, Ellen Clarke, he said, ‘Ay out, here comes trouble.’


‘I heard that!’ Molly laughed. ‘If ye’re not careful, me an’ Nellie will take our custom elsewhere.’


‘Yeah!’ Nellie’s chins rippled like waves. ‘We’ll get the tram into town and get our half of mince from one of the stalls in St John’s Market. The fellers down there are always pleasant an’ accommodatin’, yer wouldn’t hear one of them insultin’ their customers … especially when they’re paying cash on the nail.’


Tony slapped an open palm on his forehead, nearly knocking his straw hat off. Feigning horror, he pleaded, ‘Don’t do that, ladies, please! I’d have to close the shop if you two took yer custom elsewhere.’


‘Ay, well, we’ll forgive yer this once,’ Molly said before smiling at his assistant. ‘How’s it goin’, Ellen?’


‘Fine thanks, Molly.’ Ellen was Molly’s next-door neighbour and had good reason to be eternally grateful to her and Nellie. Married to Nobby Clarke, Ellen’s life had been hell. He was a drunkard, gambler and wife beater. She had four children and none of them had known what it was to have a full tummy, decent clothes on their backs, or a fire in the grate. They all lived in fear of the violent man who lashed out with his hands or feet whenever the mood took him. But in the end he’d been his own worst enemy. One day he’d drunk himself into such a stupor he’d walked straight into the path of an oncoming tram. His legs had been so badly mangled they had to be amputated. He was in Walton Hospital for months, and although Ellen knew his violence towards everyone was part and parcel of his make-up, the staff at the hospital put it down to the trauma he’d suffered. Eventually though, he’d been diagnosed as being mentally insane and was now in Winwick Hospital.


They had been dark days for Ellen. With no money and nothing of value to sell, it would have meant the poorhouse for her and the children if these two neighbours hadn’t stepped in to help. They’d cadged clothes for her, set her hair, made her face up, then found her two part-time jobs. One had been with Tony, and he’d been so impressed with her work he’d taken her on full-time. It was still hard making ends meet, but at least she had something she’d never had during her years of marriage … an easy mind, pride in herself, happy children and laughter in a house that was now a home.


‘I think I’ll have a tin of corned beef, Tony,’ Molly said, pointing to the tins stacked in a pyramid. ‘We can have corned beef hash tomorrow night … a nice easy meal.’


‘I was sayin’ to Ellen just before you came in, you ladies would be wise to start buying extra tins of food, getting a little stock in,’ Tony said. ‘There’s bound to be a shortage of food.’


‘Oh, ay, moneybags! Who can afford to be buying extra?’ Molly turned the tin upside down to make sure the key was attached. The tins were awkward enough to open with the key, but without one they were impossible. If she had a penny for every time she’d cut her hand on the jagged edge of a corned beef tin, she’d be a rich woman.


‘It’s a good idea, though, isn’t it?’ Nellie puckered her lips, deep in thought for a few seconds. ‘I know a way we could make a few bob … we could try our luck down Lime Street!’


‘Wishful thinkin’, Nellie!’ Molly’s head fell back and she roared with laughter. ‘We’d have to pay the blokes!’


Once again Nellie pondered. Then a smile curved her lips. ‘I know … we could take Ellen! She’s younger than us, an’ she doesn’t look bad when she’s all dolled up.’ The big woman’s tummy rumbled as a laugh made its way up to her mouth. ‘Anyway, we could always find a dark entry, then they wouldn’t be able to see what she looks like.’


Ellen’s face was the colour of beetroot. Fancy them talking like that in front of her boss! It was enough to make a saint blush! Mind you, it was funny … but she’d wait till she got home to laugh about it. ‘Don’t you two be draggin’ me into any of yer crazy schemes.’


‘She’s an ungrateful bugger, that one,’ Nellie huffed. ‘Here we are, out of the goodness of our hearts, tryin’ to help her make a few bob, and look at the thanks we get! I mean, it’s not as though we were expectin’ her to go on her own! Me an’ Molly would have gone along to help her carry the money, wouldn’t we, girl?’


‘Shut up, Nellie, ye’re makin’ the girl blush.’ Molly was searching the compartments in her purse. ‘I could have sworn I had a shilling, but it’s disappeared. Ah, no, here it is.’ She held the coin aloft. ‘I’ll have another tin of that corned beef, Tony. It won’t go to waste if there’s no war.’


‘Oh, there’ll be a war, Molly, yer can bank on it.’


Molly was reminded of Tony’s words when, three days later, on the first of September, German troops invaded Poland. And two days after that, Britain and France declared war on Germany. Newspaper headlines screamed the news, and solemn-sounding commentators on the wireless issued bulletins throughout each day. Everywhere you went it was the topic of conversation, but because people’s lives weren’t being affected, they didn’t feel as though there was a war on.


But on the eighteenth of September, everyone in the country was jolted out of their complacency when the aircraft carrier HMS Courageous was sunk with the loss of five hundred men.


‘They didn’t stand a chance, blown to smithereens,’ Jack snarled through clenched teeth. ‘We’re supposed to have the best navy in the world – how the bloody hell did it happen?’


‘I don’t know, love.’ Molly could sense Jack’s anger. ‘Don’t get yerself all het up, yer’ll make yerself ill.’


‘Don’t get meself all het up! Molly, five hundred men, the backbone of this country, have been killed … or murdered would be more like it.’ Jack gave vent to his rage by banging his clenched fists on the arms of his chair. ‘And every one of those men has left a family behind, don’t forget! A wife, children, mother, girl … can yer imagine what they’re goin’ through right now?’


‘They must be goin’ through hell,’ Molly said softly. ‘I don’t think I could bear it if it happened to one of mine.’


‘By God, that bastard Hitler must think he’s hit the jackpot! I bet he’s struttin’ up and down rubbing his hands in glee.’ Jack ran a hand through his mop of dark hair. ‘D’yer know, if I was a few years younger I’d join up meself.’


‘Over my dead body yer would! I’ve been thankin’ me lucky stars all day that you’re too old to be called up, and our Tommy’s too young! He’s only fifteen, the war will be well over before he’s old enough to be conscripted.’


Jack studied his wife’s face. This wasn’t going to be an easy war, Hitler had been building up his forces for years while the rest of the world looked on and did nothing. And he was a madman, you only had to look at his face to see that. He wouldn’t think twice about using gas or germs, anything to achieve the power he craved. But it was no good troubling Molly with his thoughts. He needed a man to talk to, someone he could open up to and use the bad words that came into his head whenever he thought of the goose-stepping maniac. ‘Would yer mind if I went out for a pint, love?’


‘Why don’t yer give George a knock?’ Molly understood his mood and Nellie’s husband was just the man to meet his needs. ‘I’m sure he’d be glad to get out for an hour.’


‘I will, if ye’re sure yer don’t mind.’


‘Of course I don’t,’ Molly smiled, ‘as long as yer don’t make a habit of it and yer don’t stay till chucking-out time.’


Jack was a fine-looking man. Tall, well built, strong face, thick dark hair and melting brown eyes that could make Molly’s tummy do somersaults. ‘Are yer all right for money?’


Jack grinned. ‘As long as George buys his own pint.’


‘Hang on a minute.’ Molly opened the drawer of the sideboard and brought out her well-worn purse. ‘Here’s a tanner … pay me back at the end of the week.’


Jack pocketed the sixpence before cupping his wife’s face. Gazing into the vivid blue eyes, he said, ‘Ye’re as pretty as the day I married yer, Molly Bennett. Blonde hair, blue eyes, smashin’ figure … who could ask for anythin’ more?’


Molly grinned into his face. ‘They say love is blind. The blonde hair is streaked with grey and the smashing figure went out the door after the children were born. Havin’ three babies in three years doesn’t do much for a girl’s shape, yer know.’


‘Are you blaming me for that?’


‘Well, it wasn’t the feller next door, that’s for sure! Mind you, I have to admit I played a part in it. The trouble is, we both liked playin’ games too much … especially mothers an’ fathers.’


‘I did give yer a long break between Tommy an’ Ruthie though, didn’t I? Yer’ve got to give credit where it’s due.’


‘Uh-uh, Jack Bennett, don’t you be gettin’ ideas! I know you, an’ if yer don’t push off, it won’t be up to the pub, it’ll be up to bed!’


Jack kissed her full on the lips before dropping his hands. ‘You should be happy that yer still have that effect on me after all these years.’


‘In case yer’ve never noticed, I’m not exactly an ice-maiden meself! Me heart’s goin’ fifteen to the dozen.’ Molly gazed at him, loving every bone in his body and every hair on his head. ‘But there’s a time an’ place for everything, and it isn’t here and now … not with three grown-up children likely to walk in any minute.’


‘We’ll discuss that later, upstairs.’ With a broad wink, Jack made for the door. ‘Ta-ra for now.’


‘Ask Nellie to come down for half an hour,’ Molly called after him, ‘she can keep me company.’


‘Blimey! Yer’ve seen her half a dozen times today!’ Jack’s head appeared round the door. ‘What the heck can the pair of yer find to talk about all the time?’


‘Everythin’ and everyone.’ Molly straightened the chenille cloth covering the table. ‘This afternoon we got as far as how many blankets the woman in number two has on her bed.’


Jack raised his brows, feigning astonishment. ‘Women! Well, they do say small things amuse small minds.’


‘Ay, Mrs Waterman will have your life! Her blankets aren’t small, they’re all double-sized.’


A deep chuckle came from Jack. ‘You’ve got an answer for everythin’, haven’t yer?’


‘I’ve also got a ruddy big rolling pin that will be makin’ contact with your head if yer don’t move.’ Molly shook a fist. ‘Now skedaddle!’


Jack had only been gone a few minutes when Molly heard the yard door close and looked through the window to see Nellie swaying up the yard.


‘My God, you’ve been quick! Did yer have yer shoes on, ready?’


‘I’m not sittin’ in the house on me own like one of Lewis’s.’ Nellie eyed the couch enviously. It looked so comfortable and inviting she almost succumbed to temptation. Then she pursed her lips and told herself that although it looked comfortable and inviting, in reality it was like a flaming mousetrap. Once she got herself down there, they’d have to prise her out. ‘The three kids are out and your feller is leading my feller astray down the pub. So when Jack suggested I come down, I didn’t need askin’ twice.’


‘I’ll stick the kettle on an’ we’ll have a nice quiet hour on our own, eh?’ Molly ruffled Nellie’s already untidy thin, straggly, mouse-coloured hair. ‘I hid a packet of custard creams at the back of the larder, where Ruthie couldn’t find them, so we’ll spoil ourselves.’


‘Ay, isn’t it lovely an’ peaceful?’ Nellie reached across to the plate of biscuits. ‘It’s always so noisy in our ’ouse, yer can’t hear yerself think.’


‘Jack was askin’ me what we found to talk about all the time!’


‘Nosy, isn’t he?’ Nellie dunked the biscuit in her tea. ‘What did yer tell him?’


Molly repeated the part of the conversation that wasn’t private, ending with the number of blankets on Mrs Waterman’s bed.


Nellie tittered as she picked a crumb from her pinny and popped it in her mouth. ‘Just out of curiosity, girl, in case someone should ask, like – how many blankets ’as she got on her bed?’


‘Go on, yer daft ha’p’orth! Jack says we’re both crazy, an’ he’s not far off the mark.’


For once Nellie was serious. ‘No, girl, we’re not crazy. Just because we laugh a lot doesn’t mean we haven’t got anythin’ between our ears. If yer think back to the years when we were so poor we didn’t know where the next meal was comin’ from, would we ever have made it through those days if we hadn’t been able to see the funny side of everythin’?’ She lifted her huge bosom and rested it on the table. ‘Your feller an’ mine have just walked down the road talkin’ about the war … the terrible things that might happen. An’ they’re probably right, ’cos it’s terrible those poor sailors gettin’ blown up.’ Nellie made the sign of the cross and sighed deeply. ‘I’ll lie awake tonight thinkin’ of those poor souls an’ their families, an’ I’ll be prayin’ for them. An’ when yer see me laughin’ tomorrow, an’ acting the goat, it won’t mean I don’t care! But if yer can’t laugh, girl, or see the happy things in life, then life wouldn’t be worth living, would it?’


‘Helen Theresa McDonough, yer’ve got me crying.’ Molly wiped a tear with the back of her hand. ‘It’s not often ye’re serious, but when yer are then ye’re worth listening to. And you’re right, we’ve got a lot to be thankful for an’ we should be counting our blessings.’


‘That’s the spirit, girl! Now can I have another biscuit because I was that busy talkin’, I don’t remember eatin’ the others.’


Tommy was the first home. At fifteen, he was as tall as his dad and the spitting image of him. Fifteen is an awkward age for a boy … too old to play footie or kick the can in the street, and too young for going to dances or taking a girl to the pictures. Not that Tommy wanted to take a girl out: he’d had enough of females with his two elder sisters. Proper nuisances they were, always hogging the sink first so he had to wait to get washed, then preening themselves in front of the mirror so he couldn’t even see if his parting was straight when he’d combed his hair. And they were bossy and talked too much. But, having said all that, they were his sisters, and if push came to shove, woe betide anyone who tried to hurt them.


‘Been playin’ cards at yer mate’s, Tommy?’ Nellie asked.


‘Nah! We’re fed up playin’ cards, Auntie Nellie, so me an’ Ginger went for a walk.’ She wasn’t really his auntie, but she’d been part of their lives for so long, all the children regarded her as a favourite member of the family. He gave her a wide grin. ‘As per usual, we’re skint an’ happy until pay day.’


‘Join the club, son,’ Nellie laughed. ‘I can’t remember a day when I wasn’t boracic lint.’


‘You shouldn’t be so badly off, Nellie!’ Molly said. ‘You’ve got all yours working.’


‘Huh, hark at her! You’ve got three workin’ as well!’


‘Yeah, but I’ve got Ruthie to feed an’ clothe, don’t forget.’


‘Ay, that’s your lookout, girl! Don’t be blamin’ me for gettin’ yer in the family way when yer mind should have been on other things.’


Molly’s face flamed and her eyes shot daggers at her friend. Fancy saying that in front of Tommy! But she wasn’t the only one embarrassed because Tommy decided it was his bedtime and bade them goodnight.


‘Why don’t you watch what ye’re saying, Nellie McDonough! Fancy sayin’ that in front of a fifteen-year-old boy.’


‘Oh, ye gods!’ Nellie huffed. ‘If he doesn’t know what it’s for at fifteen, then he never will!’ She leaned across the table and whispered, ‘I bet he knows it’s not to stir his tea with.’


Molly tried to look stern but it didn’t work and she ended up laughing her head off. ‘I don’t know what I’m goin’ to do with you, Nellie, you’re past redemption.’


‘What does that mean, girl? I know what past the post means, but yer keep bringin’ in these big words an’ I don’t know whether to feel pleased or insulted.’


They were laughing so much they didn’t hear the door open. It was Steve’s deep voice that brought them upright. ‘Has me mam been at the milk stout again, Mrs B.?’


‘Oh, God, yer gave me the fright of me life! I didn’t hear yez comin’ in.’ Molly smiled up at Nellie’s son. He was a handsome lad, over six feet tall, dark hair, eyes that changed from hazel to green, a strong square jaw and deep dimples in his cheeks. He had his arm around the waist of her eldest daughter Jill, and Molly thought for the umpteenth time what a lovely couple they made. Next to Jill stood Doreen, the next-to-eldest. The two girls had their mother’s colouring, long blonde hair and vivid blue eyes. They were both very attractive with slim figures and long shapely legs. But they had different natures. Jill was gentle and caring, and wouldn’t argue if she could avoid it. But Doreen was a different kettle of fish. More outgoing, sure of herself and quick to say what she thought even if it meant a telling-off. Many’s the time when she was younger she’d earned herself a cuff round the ear for giving cheek.


‘Where’s me dad?’ Jill asked.


‘He’s gone boozing with Mr McDonough. An’ if he’s not in soon I’m goin’ to bolt the front door, the dirty stop-out.’


‘Mam.’ Doreen’s eyes were shining, her face alive and eager. ‘Have you heard Glenn Miller on the wireless playing “In the Mood”?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘I’ve heard it,’ Steve said, ‘it’s a crackin’ tune.’


‘It’s all the rage.’ Doreen’s pretty face was animated. ‘Maureen bought the record and we’ve been listenin’ to it on her gramophone. And we’ve been practising jiving, like we’ve seen them doin’ it at the Grafton.’


‘Give us a demonstration,’ Jill begged. She couldn’t dance herself but admired the poise and grace of her sister. ‘Go on, be a sport.’


‘No chance!’ Doreen blew out a sharp breath. ‘I haven’t got the hang of it yet ’cos it’s not half hard to do. And anyway, yer need a partner for it.’


‘Don’t look at me!’ Steve shook his head. ‘Yer know me with me two left feet.’


‘What did yer say this song’s called?’ Nellie asked, her folded arms resting on the ledge made by her tummy.


‘“In the Mood”.’ Doreen started to hum the tune. ‘It’s great.’


‘Funny name for a song … “In the Mood”. Could mean all sorts of things.’ Nellie’s eyes slid to the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘I mean, our fellers have been out long enough to have supped enough ale to make them in the mood … what d’yer say, girl?’


Steve bit his lip to keep himself from laughing, Jill blushed, Doreen raised her brows questioningly, and Molly jumped to her feet.


‘That’s it, now, everyone … time for bed.’ She gave Doreen a push in the direction of the stairs, then nodded to Jill. ‘See Steve out, sunshine, then turn in.’


‘Ah, ray, Mam!’ Doreen protested. ‘What’s the hurry?’


‘There’s a hurry because I say there’s a hurry … OK?’ The look on her mother’s face warned Doreen not to argue and she quickly climbed the stairs.


Molly closed the door and faced Nellie with her hands on her hips.


‘Nellie McDonough, yer’ll be the death of me yet! Yer’ve no right to make suggestive remarks in front of the children.’


‘Make suggestive remarks! Me!’ Nellie put a hand on her heart as she struggled to bring a hurt expression to her face. ‘When ’ave I ever said anythin’ suggestive in front of the children? Me, what goes to church every Sunday … I’d never do a thing like that.’


‘You just did!’


‘Why, what did I say? Now, come on, what did I say?’


Molly blew her breath out. ‘Yer know ruddy well what yer said! That the men might be in the mood when they come in. It doesn’t take a brain-box to figure out what yer were insinuating.’


Nellie looked around her as though seeking support from the furniture. ‘Molly Bennett, yer’ve got a bad mind or yer wouldn’t ’ave miscon … mistru … oh, yer wouldn’t have taken what I said the wrong way. Only people with bad minds think bad things.’


‘The word yer were lookin’ for is misconstrued … an’ I haven’t got a bad mind, either! Sometimes I don’t know where to put meself, the things you come out with.’ But Molly was running out of steam. When it came to acting, her friend could out-act Greta Garbo any day. ‘We both know damn well what yer meant when yer said the men might be “in the mood”.’


With a look of angelic innocence on her face Nellie said, ‘I only meant they might be in the mood for a cup of tea, girl, or a jam butty. What’s the harm in that?’


Molly was beaten and she knew it. She couldn’t hold out much longer anyway – the laughter was bubbling in her tummy, ready to explode any second. Throwing her hands in the air she said, ‘I give up! It’s like floggin’ a dead horse.’


Nellie preened, and a smile was spreading across her chubby face when they heard the key turn in the lock. She leaned towards Molly and whispered hurriedly, ‘You carry on bein’ a good, clean-livin’ girl, Molly, it’ll definitely earn yer a place in heaven. But me, I’m doomed for damnation anyway, so I’ve nothin’ to lose. I’m hopin’ my feller’s in the mood for more than a ruddy jam butty.’


Jack pushed the front door open and was greeted by peals of laughter. ‘Just listen to them,’ he said over his shoulder as he slipped the key out of the lock, ‘have yer ever known any like that pair in yer life?’


‘No, thank God,’ George chuckled. ‘I don’t think the world is big enough for another two like them.’





Chapter Two



‘Six more goes, then that’s me lot,’ Molly muttered through clenched teeth as she plunged the dolly peg up and down on the clothes in the tub. ‘If they’re not clean by now after bein’ in steep all night, they never will be.’


Her muscles aching, she rested her hand on top of the dolly peg and sighed as she watched the heavy rain hitting the window-panes so hard it sounded like small stones. ‘The weather’s enough to give yer a pain in the backside.’ Molly gave voice to her thoughts as she always did when she was alone in the house. Not that she would have cared if anyone was there to hear her because she enjoyed talking to herself. Her reply to anyone who said she was going doolally was that if you wanted an intelligent conversation, then the best person to have it with was yourself. That way there was no argument so you won every time. ‘It’s me own fault for not takin’ notice of Jack. He told me this mornin’ when he was goin’ out to work that the heavens were goin’ to open, an’ he was right. But did I take any notice? Did I heckers like! Now I’m lumbered with this lot.’


Molly dallied for a while, thinking that if everything had gone to plan, the washing would be pegged out by now and she’d be scrubbing the front step. It just went to show you should never make plans because nothing was certain in this life … especially the flaming weather!


Lifting the dolly peg from the water, Molly held it over the tub for a few seconds until the excess water had dripped off, then she placed it on the floor. ‘I’ll rinse them out and put them through the mangle, then with a bit of luck the rain might ’ave cleared.’ She pulled a face as she put the plug in the sink and turned the tap on. ‘Ay, an’ pigs might fly.’


The folded washing was piled neatly on the draining board when Molly heard the latch drop on the yard door. ‘This’ll be Nellie.’ She had the door open ready for her friend to dash in out of the rain. ‘Wouldn’t the weather give yer the flamin’ willies?’


‘Yer ain’t kiddin’, girl! It’s cats and dogs out there!’ The raindrops were trickling from Nellie’s hair, down her face, over each of her chins, then disappearing down the neck of her dress to form a pool in the valley between her breasts. ‘Me coat an’ dress are soppin’ wet and me shoes are squelchin’.’


‘Give us yer coat an’ I’ll put it in front of the fire.’ Molly couldn’t help smiling at the sorry state of her friend. ‘I’d ask yer to take yer dress off, but I don’t think I could stand the sight of yer nearly naked … it might put me off me dinner.’


‘Well sod you, Molly Bennett! I’m drenched through to me bones an’ now I’m gettin’ insults thrown in!’ Nellie reached for the towel hanging on a nail behind the kitchen door and rubbed it briskly over her fine hair. ‘If ye’re hopin’ to get yer washin’ out, girl, yer can forget it. By the look of those dark clouds there’s a lot more rain to come.’


‘I could swear.’ Molly draped the wet coat over the fireguard and pulled it nearer the fire. ‘I was goin’ to starch a couple of Jack’s shirts and collars, but they’ll have to wait … see what sort of a day it is tomorrow.’


‘Put the kettle on, girl, an’ make us a cuppa to warm me up. I’m frozen right through to the marrow.’ Nellie watched the steam rising from the coat and tutted. ‘If that coat shrinks, it won’t go near me! The ruddy thing only fitted where it touched before.’


Molly was standing by the stove, willing the kettle to boil. ‘Haven’t yer got another one yer can wear?’


‘Ooh, listen to moneybags! Who d’yer think I am, girl, a ruddy moneylender?’ Nellie hitched up her bosom. ‘That coat, which is shrinkin’ before me very eyes, is the only one I’ve got to me name. If it’s gone for a burton, I’ll have to stay in until the summer comes.’


‘Serves yer right!’ Molly poured the boiling water into the brown teapot then covered it with a knitted tea cosy. ‘I’m fed up tellin’ yer to buy an umbrella.’


‘Bah!’ Nellie growled. ‘Nothin’ but a flamin’ nuisance they are! I’ve poked more people’s eyes out with an umbrella than soft Joe.’


‘I’ve often wondered why there’s so many one-eyed people in Liverpool – now I know.’ Molly set down two mugs of hot tea. ‘Get that down yer, sunshine, it’ll warm the cockles of yer heart.’


Nellie sipped gingerly on the piping-hot tea. ‘A drop of whisky in this would go down a treat.’


‘Ye’re in the Bennetts’ house, sunshine, not the ruddy Adelphi!’ Molly leaned her elbows on the table and curled her hands around the mug to savour the warmth. ‘Are yer goin’ to the shops?’


‘I was goin’, ’cos I’ve got nothin’ in for the dinner.’ There was a look of dejection on the chubby face that was usually not far from a smile. ‘But I can’t go now, I’ve nowt to wear. You’ll have to get me shoppin’ for me.’


Molly was thoughtful for a while, then she asked, ‘Has George still got that black oilskin cape?’


Nellie’s brows shot up in surprise. ‘What the ’ell made yer think of that?’


‘Well, yer could wear it to go to the shops! Don’t say it won’t fit yer, ’cos a cape will fit anyone.’


‘Have yer lost the run of yer senses, girl?’ Nellie asked with some spirit. ‘I’d be the talk of the neighbourhood if I went out in that thing … a right bloody laughing-stock!’ Her head went one way, her chins the other. ‘I’d look like a pregnant penguin!’


Molly put the cup down before she roared with laughter. In her mind’s eye she could see Nellie waddling down the street in the black cape, and, yes, she did look like a pregnant penguin. But she wasn’t going to tell her mate that. ‘Since when have you worried what yer look like just to go to the shops? Gettin’ fussy in yer old age, aren’t yer?’


‘Say what yer like, girl, but I ain’t walking out with that thing flappin’ round me ankles.’


‘Have yer ever tried it on?’


‘Not ruddy likely!’


‘Then how d’yer know what yer’ll look like? An’ no one is goin’ to take a blind bit of notice of yer anyway; they’ll be too busy dashin’ to get home out of the rain.’


‘Why can’t you get me shoppin’ for me? I’d do it for you willingly if yer were in the state I’m in.’


‘Ah, ray, Nellie! Miss Clegg will probably want a few things, I’ve got me own shoppin’ to get, an’ I’ve only got one pair of hands.’ Molly lowered her voice and coaxed, ‘Go an’ get the oilskin and try it on. I promise I’ll tell yer if yer look a nit in it.’


Nellie glanced at the window. ‘It’s still teemin’ down.’


‘Yer can put me coat over yer shoulders an’ I’ll lend yer me umbrella. One of the spokes is broken but it’ll keep the rain off yer.’


While Nellie was away, Molly searched under the chair cushions until she found an old newspaper. Then she picked out a few pieces of coal from the coal scuttle, placed them carefully on top of the glowing embers, pulled the damper out and held a sheet of the newspaper in front to try and coax some life into the fire. Holding the piece of paper with one hand, she felt her friend’s coat with the other. ‘Oh, lord, it’s soppin’ wet! It’ll take a month of Sundays to dry out over the fireguard. It needs hangin’ up to dry out proper.’


Molly peeped over the top of the paper and was gratified to see a few flames licking around the new pieces of coal. ‘I’ll give it another few minutes, then I’ll nip up and get a coat hanger.’


When Nellie came back she was holding the black oilskin cape at arm’s length, a look of disgust on her screwed-up face. ‘If yer think I’m goin’ out in this, yer’ve got another think comin’. I’d be the talk of every ruddy wash-house from here to the Pier Head.’


‘Let’s just wait and see, eh?’ Molly pointed to the door leading to the lobby. ‘Look, I’ve hung yer coat up, it’ll dry out quicker like that. When we go out we’ll close all the doors to keep the room warm, then tonight yer can leave it hanging in your livin’ room. It should be well dried out by the mornin’.’


When Nellie didn’t answer, Molly took the cape from her. ‘Let’s see what it looks like on me.’ She shivered as the cold material fell about her shoulders. ‘By the stripes, it’s cold enough to freeze the you-know-what off a brass monkey.’ After fastening the studs down the front, she did a little twirl. ‘Well, how do I look?’


‘Only half as stupid as I’d look in it.’


‘Oh, don’t be so miserable, Nellie McDonough! Yer’ve got nowt else, so it’s any port in a storm.’ Molly slipped the cape off and handed it to her friend. ‘Go ’ed, have a try.’


But Nellie’s efforts were so half-hearted Molly got exasperated. ‘Move yer hands out of the way an’ let me do it. We’ll be here all day at this rate.’


Molly stood back to inspect the end result, wishing the words pregnant penguin wouldn’t keep coming into her head. But the description fitted Nellie better than any she could come up with. Her friend looked so woebegone, though, Molly wasn’t about to say anything to upset her. ‘There yer are, what’s wrong with that? An’ look, it’s got slits for the arms … I didn’t notice them before.’


‘Molly, I’d slit me ruddy throat before I’d go out in it.’ Nellie ground her teeth. ‘If you don’t think it looks ridiculous, then you wear it an’ I’ll wear your coat loose across me shoulders.’


‘OK, you win!’ Molly threw up her hands in surrender. ‘I’ll get yer shoppin’ in! It’ll mean two journeys, mind, ’cos I’ll never carry everythin’ in one go on account of holdin’ me umbrella.’


Her face set in childlike innocence, Nellie asked, ‘What d’yer need yer umbrella for, girl?’


‘What the hell d’yer think I need me umbrella for, yer daft article? To keep the flamin’ rain off me, that’s what!’


‘Oh, has it started to rain again? It wasn’t rainin’ when I went home before.’


Molly was stunned into silence. Her eyes slid to the window then back to her friend. ‘You rotten thing! Yer’ve been havin’ me on all this time?’


‘Oh, not all the time, girl! I mean, I didn’t ask the woman next door to aim her hosepipe at yer window so yer’d think it was rainin’. An’ much as I like a laugh, I didn’t throw a bucket of water over meself so I’d be soaked to the skin.’ Nellie laid the oilskin cape over the back of a chair before hitching up her mountainous bosom. ‘No, I’ll not take credit I haven’t earned. I’m an honest woman, as yer know, an’ I won’t tell no lies. I’ve only been pullin’ yer leg since I went back home for that ruddy cape.’ Laughter rumbled in her chest but she managed to keep it at bay. She could read Molly like a book, and knew that right now her friend was searching her mind for a way to save her face and also wreak revenge. Her pride wouldn’t let Nellie get away scot-free.


‘I’m not gettin’ yer shoppin’ for yer, so there!’ Even as the words left her mouth Molly realized how pathetic and childish they sounded. But they were the best she could think of at such short notice. ‘Ye’re so flamin’ clever, get it yerself.’


‘I don’t blame yer one little bit, girl! If I was in your shoes I’d say the same thing! It was a lousy trick, pullin’ yer leg like that.’ Nellie brushed an imaginary speck off her brown, hand-knitted cardigan. ‘I know it’s not your fault, girl, ’cos none of us can help the way God made us. But it’s a great pity He didn’t see fit to give yer a sense of humour. ’Cos if He had, yer’d have died laughin’ if yer’d seen the look on yer face when yer were tellin’ me that ruddy cape looked OK on me. Yer make a rotten liar, girl.’


‘I don’t know how I can be a rotten liar when I’ve been mates with you for twenty years, ’cos you’re the biggest liar on God’s earth!’ Molly pinched her bottom lip and turned her head slightly so Nellie couldn’t see her weakening. ‘Yer’d think in all that time I’d have picked up some of your bad habits.’


Nellie slapped her forehead with an open palm. ‘Now yer mention habits, it’s reminded me of what yer looked like in that ruddy cape! Yer looked like a nun!’


Molly blessed herself as her eyes rolled to the ceiling. ‘She doesn’t mean no harm, God, so don’t take no notice of her.’


‘Listen, girl, if anyone’s got a sense of humour, it’s Him up there. Where d’yer think I get all me tricks from?’


‘Nellie McDonough, I don’t know what I’m goin’ to do with you!’ Molly glanced at the clock and got a shock when she saw it was nearly twelve. ‘Ay, I’ll have to get a move on, missus, or the shops will be closed for dinner.’ She opened a drawer in the sideboard and rooted until she found one of Ruthie’s pencils and a scrap of paper. ‘While I’m combing me hair an’ puttin’ me coat on, write what messages yer want down on that. An’ I hope yer’ve got some money with yer ’cos I’ve only got a few bob.’


Nellie’s tongue flicked out to lick the end of the pencil, while she patted the pocket in her cardigan. ‘I’ve never forgot what I learned in the scouts … always be prepared.’


Molly opened her mouth to say only boys could be scouts, but shut it quickly when she realized that that was just what Nellie was expecting her to say. Feeling pleased with herself, she hummed softly as she combed her hair in front of the mirror. She was learning … that was one trap she hadn’t fallen into.


Victoria Clegg was peeping through her net curtains when Molly and Nellie came out of the house opposite. They were arguing in a good-natured way, and the old lady couldn’t help smiling when Molly gave Nellie a playful push. It must be nice to have such a close friend, Victoria thought wistfully. She’d never had a real friend in her life. There had been a boy once … oh, she must have been in her early twenties if her memory served her right. But being an only child she’d put her duty to her parents first and the romance fizzled out through lack of commitment on her part. She’d loved her parents very much and had devoted her life to them until they died. It was only when she was left alone that she realized she had no one in the world … no kith nor kin, or any friends. But she hadn’t minded living on her own: she had plenty to occupy her time, what with the housework and the shopping. And for company she had her beloved wireless.


Nellie’s bawdy laughter brought Victoria away from her memories. Anyone who didn’t know the two friends would think they spent their time laughing and joking, without a care in the world. But Victoria had reason to know that behind all the smiles and jokes were two kind and caring people … the salt of the earth, her father would have called them.


Last year, at the age of eighty-six, she’d had a stroke and really thought she was going to die. In fact she probably would have if Molly, Nellie and her next-door neighbour, Mary Watson, hadn’t stepped in to care for her. The stroke had left her paralysed in her right arm and she’d been afraid she’d end up lying in hospital until the good Lord took her. Instead, her life had become more full than it had ever been. Every day one of the three women would call and get her shopping in, help with the housework and bring her a hot dinner. They took it in turns, and today was Molly’s day.


Victoria let the curtain fall when she heard the friends shouting ‘ta-ra’ to each other. She didn’t need to open the door because Molly had a key to let herself in.


‘Mornin’, sunshine!’ Molly came in bright and breezy. ‘Did yer notice I didn’t say “Good morning”, ’cos it’s ruddy well not!’


Victoria smiled. Molly’s presence was like a breath of fresh air in the room. ‘It’s not very pleasant, is it?’


‘Nah, it’s lousy! But Nellie cheered me up, she’s had me in stitches.’ Molly giggled. ‘I don’t know why I’m laughin’ ’cos the joke was on me, as per usual, but honest to God she is so funny.’


‘What was she on about this time?’


‘Can I tell yer later, sunshine? I want to get to the shops before they close. Have yer got yer list ready?’


‘I only want a small tin loaf and a quarter of butter.’ Victoria couldn’t let Molly go without asking the question that was uppermost in her mind. ‘Has Doreen had a letter from Phil?’


Molly shook her head. ‘None came through the letter-box. But she sometimes meets the postman on her way to the tram, so she might have got one off him.’


‘He’s coming home next Monday on two weeks’ leave.’ The old lady’s eyes were bright with excitement. ‘Isn’t that good news?’


‘It sure is, kiddo! Our Doreen will be like a dog with two tails.’ Molly noticed one of the buttons was loose on her navy-blue stroller coat and made a mental note to get the needle and cotton out when she got home. If she lost the button she’d never get one exactly the same, so she’d either have to sew an odd one on or fork out for a set of four.


‘I won’t be long, Victoria.’ Molly smiled fondly at the old lady. She was the oldest resident in the street and everyone respected her. She was a real lady, was Miss Victoria Clegg. Never been known to raise her voice or have cross words with a living soul, and in all the time she’d known her, Molly had never heard her use a swear-word, not even a mild one. ‘I’ll have a quick cup of tea with yer when I’ve done the shopping, and we’ll have a little natter. How about that, eh?’


Victoria followed her to the door. ‘I’ll put the kettle on the hob, then it won’t take long to boil when yer get back.’ She put her hand on Molly’s arm. ‘Phil came into our lives in a strange way, but I thank God every night that he did. He writes every day as he promised and I don’t half look forward to his letters. Makes getting out of bed worth while.’


‘They say truth is stranger than fiction, sunshine.’ Molly could see the old lady wanted to talk, but if she didn’t put a move on she’d miss the shops. She bent to kiss the wrinkled face. ‘We’ll talk about it when I get back, eh?’


Armed with her shopping list, Molly set off at a brisk rate. The Maypole first, then Waterworth’s and the butcher’s last. With her basket tucked in the crook of her arm and her routine mapped out in her mind, Molly’s thoughts went to what Victoria had said about it being strange the way Phil Bradley had come into their lives. It was strange all right, but it had turned out to be a blessing to both families. And particularly to Miss Clegg, who, in offering him a bed for the night when he was in need, had gained the family she’d never had. She and the young man had become devoted to each other and he’d made her home his home.


And as for our Doreen, Molly thought as she pushed open the door of the Maypole, well, she thinks Phil is Clark Gable, Alan Ladd, Spencer Tracy and Gary Cooper all rolled into one. And she wasn’t far wrong, either, Molly decided as she felt in her pocket for the shopping list. He was a cracker of a lad, and she could see why her daughter had fallen for him.


‘Hello, Molly.’ Peggy, the young assistant, approached. ‘What can I do yer for?’


‘I’ll get Nellie’s first, then I won’t get mixed up with the money. She wants a half of marge, a quarter of brawn and a quarter of loose tea. An’ will yer be a pal, Peggy, an’ write the prices on everythin’?’


Molly leaned on the counter, and as she watched the assistant pouring the tea from a scoop into a cone-shaped bag, she wondered what to get for the family’s dinner. It was a worry every day trying to think of something they all liked. She made up her mind quickly: sausage, egg and mashed potato were a safe bet, the whole family were partial to that. Even Ruthie, who was more fussy about her food than the other children had ever been. Mind you, Molly had to admit, it was her fault for spoiling her youngest child. Times were harder when the others were her age; they had to eat what they were given and like it … it was that or go hungry.


‘The brawn was a bit over, Molly.’ Peggy pushed Nellie’s groceries across the counter. ‘That comes to one and tuppence.’


‘I’m sure my mate’s pulled a fast one on me.’ Molly was scrutinizing Nellie’s list. ‘She’s a right bloody crafty Clara! Three shillings and sixpence she gave me, saying it was plenty. An’ look at her flamin’ list! Apart from what she’s got down from Waterworth’s, she wants five mutton chops and a pound of suet! I’ll never get all that on the two shillings and fourpence I’ll have left.’ The hand holding the list started to shake as she let out a throaty chuckle. ‘Just look what she’s written on the bottom, Peggy! “Yer can have a penny for yerself for going”.’


Peggy let out a high-pitched laugh. ‘She’s a real case is Mrs McDonough.’


She glanced down the counter to where the manager was serving a customer. ‘She even had old misery-guts laughin’ the last time she came in, an’ that takes some doin’, believe me! Even the Three Stooges can’t make him crack his face.’


‘That’s nothin’! D’yer know Father O’Connor from the church down the road?’ Molly waited for a nod, then continued. ‘Well yer know how surly he is, always in a bad temper. Yer never see people sittin’ in the pews outside his confessional box … they’re all terrified of him. Apart from gettin’ a lecture off him about the doors of hell bein’ open to yer if yer don’t mend the error of yer ways, he gives yer six times more Hail Marys and Our Fathers for penance than any of the other priests.


‘Anyway, I went to confession with Nellie the other week and when she saw all the people waitin’ for Father Kelly, she said she hadn’t got all night so she’d go to Father O’Connor. An’ I had to go with her, there was nothin’ else I could do. But I made her go in first … I thought if she came out in a huff, I’d move down to the next confessional box even if she wouldn’t wait for me an’ I had to walk home on me own in the dark.


‘The church was deadly quiet, yer know what it’s like, yer can hear a pin drop. The only sound I could hear was me heart pounding with fear. Then suddenly I heard Nellie’s chuckle, followed by a loud cackle from Father O’Connor! Every head in the church turned – there was such a look of amazement on all the faces yer’d have thought we’d witnessed a miracle. An’ d’yer know what, Peggy? To this day I’ve never been able to get out of Nellie what she’d said to make him laugh.’


‘Go ’way!’ Peggy shook her head. ‘As I said, she’s a case.’


‘She’s more than that, she’s the one who puts the sunshine in my life. I don’t know what I’d do without her.’ Molly pushed the slip of paper into her pocket – she’d show it to Jack later to give him a laugh. ‘Now, Peggy, I want a quarter of butter for Miss Clegg. And don’t let me talk any more, or I’ll miss the shops.





Chapter Three



From the upstairs front bedroom window, Victoria had watched for her neighbour’s return. When she’d seen Molly turn into the street laden down with shopping, the old lady had descended the narrow stairs as quickly as she could to lift the kettle from the hob and pour the boiling water into the teapot. Now they were sitting at the table enjoying a refreshing brew out of china cups which had belonged to Victoria’s mother and which she treasured. ‘Molly, d’you think Doreen could do something with my hair?’ Her eyes were shy as they peered above the rim of the cup. ‘I can only manage to comb it myself and it always looks a mess. I do so want to look my best for Phil coming home.’


Molly placed the delicate cup carefully in the saucer then smiled at the old lady. ‘Yer know, sunshine, if I didn’t know better, I’d think yer were settin’ yer cap at young Phil.’


Victoria returned her smile. ‘I’ll be honest with you … if I was seventy years younger I’d be trying to push your Doreen’s nose out of joint.’


Her head tilted to one side, Molly gazed at the fine white hair. ‘What d’yer want doin’ to it? Our Doreen’s not a hairdresser, yer know.’


‘She’s so clever with her own, though, isn’t she? Every time I see her she’s got it in a different style.’


Molly chuckled. ‘That’s because she changes it every time she goes to the pictures! Sometimes when she walks in I think it’s a stranger come to the wrong house! It could be Veronica Lake with her hair combed forward to cover one eye, Joan Crawford with a page-boy, or even Mae West with all her hair piled up on top in curls! But she’s got the hair to do it with, sunshine, an’ for the life of me I can’t see you gettin’ away with any of them styles.’


‘Oh, I wasn’t thinking of anything so ambitious, Molly, I know I haven’t got the hair for it. I thought perhaps if it was parted down the middle and combed away from my face, it could be pinned into a bun at the back of my neck.’


Molly leaned her elbows on the table and cupped her face in her hands. For a few seconds she stared at the head of hair in question, then she closed her eyes and let her imagination take over. ‘Yeah, it would probably suit yer!’ Carried away now, she asked eagerly, ‘I don’t suppose yer’ve got a pair of earrings, have yer?’


‘I’ve got about a dozen pairs, but they’re very old. Some of them belonged to my mother and the rest I bought when I was working. But it’s years since I’ve even looked at them, never mind worn them.’


Molly rubbed her hands in excitement. ‘I’ll get our Doreen to do yer up like a dog’s dinner. Ooh, I can’t wait! It’ll be the first time yer see Phil in his soldier’s uniform, an’ the first time he’s seen how glamorous you can be.’


Victoria looked apprehensive. ‘I don’t want to look like mutton dressed as lamb, Molly!’


‘Don’t be daft!’ Molly patted her hand. ‘Just you get yer bits of jewellery out an’ leave the rest to me an’ our Doreen.’ She scraped back her chair. ‘I’ll have to go, sunshine, it’s my turn to pick Ruthie an’ Bella up from school an’ I’ve got stacks to do before then.’ Bella was the daughter of Mary Watson, Victoria’s next-door neighbour, and the two girls were inseparable. ‘I’ll send our Doreen over tonight and yer can have a chin-wag with her.’ Reaching the door Molly turned, a huge grin on her bonny face. ‘If she’s had a letter from Phil, she’ll be that thrilled she’ll leg it over here without being asked.’


 ‘Oh dear,’ Victoria put a hand to her mouth, ‘I didn’t pay you for my shopping! Will you wait till I get my purse?’


‘No, leave it an’ pay me tomorrow.’ Molly stepped into the street as the door to the Watsons’ opened and Mary appeared. ‘Hiya, Mary!’


‘I knew yer were in there, an’ I’ve been listening for sounds of yer leaving.’ Mary Watson was in her mid-thirties, a nice-looking woman with a slim figure, auburn-coloured hair, hazel eyes and a ready smile. ‘I want to ask yer a big favour.’


‘If it’s a loan ye’re after, I charge half a crown in the pound interest,’ Molly joked. ‘An’ that’s only for a week – me charges go up after that.’


‘It’s a bigger favour than that.’ Mary played nervously with the bow at the neck of her blouse. ‘I wondered if yer’d have Bella for a couple of hours? I’d like to slip down to me mam’s to see how she is … she hasn’t been too well lately.’


‘Good God, is that all! Considerin’ our Ruthie practically lives in your ’ouse, I can hardly refuse, can I? Of course I’ll have Bella.’


‘I know I’ve got a cheek, but would yer keep her straight from school an’ give her some dinner? Harry’s workin’ overtime, he won’t be in until after eight, so if I go now it’ll give me a few hours to do a bit of housework for me mam.’


‘Bella will be all right with us, so don’t be worryin’,’ Molly told her while mentally counting how many sausages she’d got in her basket. Then she decided it wasn’t worth troubling herself about. None of them would starve if they got half a sausage less on their plate. ‘An’ there’s no need to hurry back, either.’


‘Oh, I won’t be that late, I’ve got to get home to see to a meal for Harry. He only takes a few sarnies for his carry-out, so he’ll need something substantial after workin’ twelve hours.’


The wind was cold and Molly pulled up the collar of her coat to cover her ears. ‘Yer can go with an easy mind over Bella, she’ll be fine with us.’ Molly noticed Victoria was still standing at the front door and she shook a finger at her. ‘Get in by the fire or yer’ll be catchin’ ruddy pneumonia.’


‘Ta-ra, Molly.’


‘Ta-ra, sunshine.’ Molly began to cross the cobbled street. ‘Ta-ra Mary, an’ don’t forget what I’ve told yer … don’t worry!’


But she knew Mary would worry. Bella was her only child and she was frightened of the wind blowing on her. Still, I suppose I’d be the same if I only had one, Molly told herself as she slipped the key in the lock.


She carried the basket through to the kitchen and started to transfer the groceries on to the draining board. She couldn’t imagine only having one child. ‘I call my four fit to burn, sometimes,’ she told the bag of sugar, ‘but I wouldn’t part with one of them.’ To the packet of margarine she said, ‘I love them so much I could eat them.’


When she picked the packet of sausages out of the basket, she gave a loud chuckle. ‘Now if you’d been a nice cream cake, or a quarter of lean boiled ham, I might have told yer how much I love my husband … but even I’m not daft enough to discuss my personal life with a pound and a half of ruddy sausages! So there!’


Ruthie and her friend were sitting at the table playing a game of snakes and ladders. They’d been playing peacefully but Bella’s quick eyes noticed a wrong move. ‘You only threw a four, but yer’ve moved five places.’ She gave Ruthie such a dig in the ribs she nearly sent her flying off the chair. ‘Ye’re a cheat, that’s what yer are, Ruthie Bennett!’


‘I didn’t move five, I only moved four!’ Ruthie’s pixie face, beneath the thick fringe, was set in stubborn lines. ‘Yer weren’t watchin’ proper.’


‘I was too!’ Bella poked a finger at the board. ‘Yer should have gone down that snake, but yer cheated an’ went up that ladder.’


In the kitchen Molly was mashing the potatoes, a smile on her face. Not for one second did she doubt that her daughter had cheated. But Bella was just as bad when it came to cheating: it was a case of who got caught out first. They’d been pals since they were babies and their quarrels were never carried over to the next day. Bella with the dark features of Mary, and Ruthie with the fairness of her mother and two sisters, were destined to be lifelong friends.


Molly went back to her mashing with an ear cocked. If things started to get out of hand she’d soon put a stop to it.


‘Put that counter back where it should be,’ Bella insisted. ‘Go on, down the ladder an’ down the snake.’


‘I won’t!’ Ruthie’s mouth was set.


‘Yer will too, or I won’t play with yer any more.’ Bella was equally firm.


‘Don’t then! See if I care.’


Bella moved away from the table and sat back in the chair. ‘I don’t care either, ’cos ye’re a cheat.’


‘An’ you’re a cry-baby.’


In the kitchen Molly speared a sausage with the prongs of a fork and turned it over in the frying pan. Was it time to intervene, or should she wait and see if they kept to their usual pattern? She decided to leave it a while longer.


Ruthie gazed at the offending red counter on a square at the top of a ladder. Silently, her pink tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth, she considered the options open to her. She couldn’t play on her own, that option was out. And she wasn’t going to admit she cheated, so that was out too! Pretending to scratch her head, Ruthie’s eyes slid sideways to where her friend was sitting, looking miserable but still determined. ‘I’ll tell yer what.’


Bella’s face lit up and she sat forward and leant on the table. ‘What?’


‘You can ’ave two throws of the dice.’


‘Yeah, OK!’ Satisfied that justice had been done, Bella picked up the eggcup and shook it. ‘An’ next time I cheat, I’ll let you ’ave two throws.’


‘Mam, there’s someone at the door.’


‘Open it for us, sunshine, I’ve got me hands full. It’ll only be Auntie Ellen.’


Molly came from the kitchen wiping her hands on the corner of her pinny. ‘D’yer know, Ellen, it’s been one of those days where I haven’t sat down but don’t seem to have done a damn thing! It was the flamin’ weather this mornin’, put a jinx on the whole day.’


Ellen called in every night on her way home from work. She only ever stayed a few minutes because her four children would be waiting for their dinner. Her eldest, Phoebe, was twelve now, and well able to take care of the others until she got home. She was a sensible girl, didn’t have to be told what to do, just got on with it. Right now, the pan of scouse Ellen had made last night would be heating slowly on the stove ready for her to dish out. ‘Molly, have yer thought about the blackout curtains we’ve all got to have?’


‘Thought about it, yes, but haven’t done anythin’ about it. I think it’s ruddy diabolical … black curtains, gas masks, and no street lights! I don’t know what the world’s coming to.’


‘It’s goin’ to be compulsory in a few weeks.’ Ellen always looked nervous, as though she was ready to bolt any minute. It was a legacy her husband had left her with. She had improved a lot since he’d been away, but old habits die hard. ‘Anyone without them will be fined.’


‘I know, me an’ Nellie were talkin’ about it the other day. I’ll get Jack to measure all the windows an’ see how much material we’ll need.’


‘How much d’yer think it’ll cost?’ Ellen had to count every penny and this was an expense she could ill afford.


‘I haven’t a clue.’ Molly felt deeply for Ellen, but pity was the last thing her neighbour wanted, so Molly didn’t give it. ‘You’ll need the same as me an’ Nellie, so we’ll get yours if yer like. We’ll look around for the cheapest – T. J. Hughes or Blackler’s will probably be the best bet. An’ our Doreen will run them up for yer on the machine when she’s doin’ ours.’


Ellen rubbed a hand across her tired eyes. ‘I’ll have to miss the rent one week to pay for it.’


‘Mr Henry won’t mind, yer can pay an extra shillin’ a week until yer make it up.’


Ruthie had been listening with interest. ‘Why ’ave we got to have black curtains, Mam? They’ll look ’orrible.’


‘Because a lot of men who should know better are playin’ silly beggars, that’s why. But it won’t be for long, sunshine, so don’t worry yer head about it. Get back to yer snakes an’ ladders and finish the game before I need to set the table.’


‘I’ll get home.’ Ellen wrapped her coat closer around her thin body. ‘Yer won’t forget, will yer, Molly?’


‘I couldn’t even if I wanted to – Jack’s at me about it every night. No, I won’t forget, Ellen, I promise. An’ I’ll get our Doreen to run them up while she’s doin’ mine and Nellie’s.’


‘Did I hear my name mentioned?’ Doreen came through the door bringing the cold air in with her. ‘What have yer got me doin’ now, Mam?’


‘Makin’ blackout curtains for us. I told Ellen yer wouldn’t mind doin’ hers as well.’ Molly’s eyes dared her daughter to refuse. ‘Yer will do them, won’t yer, sunshine?’


‘Yeah, they won’t take long.’ Doreen had learned to use a sewing machine at Johnson’s Dye Works, where she’d been employed since leaving school. She made all her own clothes, and Molly hadn’t had to buy dresses for herself or Ruthie for a couple of years.


‘Thanks, Doreen.’ When Ellen smiled her whole face was transformed. ‘I’ll see yer tomorrow, Molly … ta-ra.’


Doreen waited until she heard the front door close, then turned to her mother. ‘Guess what, Mam?’


‘Phil’s coming home on Monday, on two weeks’ leave.’


‘Oh, I suppose Miss Clegg told yer? She’s taken the wind out of me sails, I wanted to surprise yer.’


‘She couldn’t keep that news to herself, she’s too excited.’ Molly patted Ruthie on the head. ‘Time to clear the table, dinner’s ready.’ She motioned for Doreen to follow her into the kitchen, saying softly, ‘Little pigs have big ears.’


While setting the plates out, Molly told her daughter about the old lady’s wish to change her hairstyle for when Phil came home. ‘I told her yer’d go over tonight, so will yer?’


‘Yeah, ’course I will!’ Doreen nodded, setting her long blonde hair bouncing about her shoulders. ‘I promised Phil I’d keep an eye on her. An’ Maureen’s coming about eight o’clock, so she’ll have the two of us to keep her company.’


Molly looked pleased. ‘Oh, she’ll like that! She must get lonely, on her own all the time now that Phil’s away, so she’ll be glad of someone to talk to.’ Spooning some mashed potato on to a plate, Molly winked broadly at her daughter. ‘D’yer know what she told me? If she was seventy years younger, she’d give yer a run for yer money.’


Doreen’s wink was just as broad. ‘If that’s the way she feels I’d better make a mess of her hair, then, hadn’t I? I don’t want no competition.’


The dinner was over and the dishes washed when Mary came to collect Bella. ‘Has she behaved herself?’


Molly glanced at the two upturned faces, waiting wide-eyed for what she had to say. They looked as though butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths: nobody would have dreamed that just five minutes earlier they’d been going at it ding-dong over who was higher in the class at sums. Jack was settled in his easy chair smoking a Woodbine, and she grinned at him before answering Mary. ‘They’ve been as good as gold, the pair of them … haven’t they, Jack?’


Jack thought that if Molly could stretch the truth, he’d stretch it even further. ‘They’ve been that quiet I’d forgotten they were here.’


“Then our Bella must be sickening for something.’ Mary gave a knowing smile. ‘Anyway, sweetheart, let’s get yer home, washed and in bed before yer dad comes in from work.’


‘Aw, Mam, can I just stay for another five minutes?’ After the glowing reference her friend’s parents had given her, Bella thought she was in with a chance. ‘Please?’


‘Uh-uh! Get yer coat on – pronto!’


‘Come on, sunshine,’ Molly urged, ‘Ruthie’s goin’ to bed now.’


When Mary had left, dragging her daughter behind her, Tommy emerged from the kitchen where he’d been getting washed. ‘Mam, yer can’t half tell ’em! They’re little horrors, the pair of them!’


‘We are not!’ Ruthie pulled out her tongue at him. ‘Me mam and dad said we’d been good, so there!’


Molly pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Don’t start! It hasn’t been the best of days an’ I’d like a bit of peace an’ quiet … it’s not too much to ask, is it? You, Tommy, are old enough, big enough an’ ugly enough to know better. So get yerself out an’ up to Ginger’s.’


She turned to her daughter just in time to see the little pink tongue flick out in the direction of her brother. ‘Right, that does it! In the kitchen, yer cheeky madam, an’ get stripped. I’ll be out in a minute to wash yer down, an’ if yer give me any lip I’ll be using the scrubbing brush on yer.’


As meek as a lamb, Ruthie left the table. But on her way to the kitchen she had to pass her brother and she couldn’t resist the temptation to kick him in the shin.


‘Ow, ow, ow!’ Tommy lifted his leg and rubbed vigorously. ‘Mam, did yer see what she did?’


Her hands on her hips, her face red, Molly leaned towards her husband. ‘Jack, will yer put yer foot down with these two? An’ don’t tell me yer’ve been workin’ hard, ’cos I haven’t exactly been sitting on me backside all day, either!’


One look from his dad and Tommy was out of the door before you could say Jack Robinson. ‘D’yer want me to see to Ruthie?’
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