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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 – a period that Joan remembers so well – when she met and fell in love with her late husband, Tony, while out with friends at Liverpool’s St George’s Hotel in Lime Street.


For twenty-three years, Joan campaigned tirelessly on behalf of victims of violence, and her first book, Victims of Violence, is an account of those years. She has recently retired from charity work in order to concentrate on her fiction writing. Joan has two sons and two grandsons and she lives in Southport, where she is busy working on her next bestselling saga. Her previous novels of life in Liverpool’s backstreets have won her legions of fans throughout the world:


‘You’ve done it again! Molly and Nellie are so funny, I love the bones of them. More please’ Jean Breward, Norfolk


‘Your books are fantastic’ Jill Gibas, Slough


‘Your latest saga had me laughing and crying. Keep them coming, I can’t wait for the next’ Norma Kemp, Bolton


‘Once again your book had me laughing, crying and falling deep into the story’ Joanne Ryder, London


‘Absolutely wonderful’ Jean Bowers, Canada


‘Being an ex-Scouser, I find your books thoroughly enjoyable’ Norma Holborow, Western Australia


‘Your sense of humour and knowledge of the old Liverpool is unsurpassed by any other writer’ Judy Down, New Zealand
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To my family – Philip, Paul and Marie, Mark and Rachel,
David and Heather, and my new great-granddaughter Olivia
– I dedicate this book with love.




Hello readers


We have a lovely young heroine in this book who I am sure you will take to your hearts, along with her friends, family and neighbours. There’s a little sadness along the way but plenty of humour too. A half-box of tissues required, I think!


Take care.


Love


Joan




Chapter One


Kate Spencer lowered the gas under the pan of potatoes then turned over the sausages sizzling away in the large iron frying pan. She sniffed up in appreciation of the mouth-watering smell given out by the sliced onion she’d just added to the sausages, and speaking aloud in the tiny kitchen, said, ‘Only another five minutes, thank goodness, ’cos me tummy’s rumbling.’


Wiping her hands down the sides of her pinny, Kate made her way through the living room to the front door. The first sight that met her eyes was of two young boys kneeling in the gutter playing ollies. One of them was her ten-year-old son, Billy. ‘In the name of God, Billy, will yer get up out of there! Yer’ll be as black as the hobs of hell, and yer dad’s due home any minute.’


A face smudged with dirt looked up at her in horror. ‘Ah, ay, Mam, I’m beating Pete by two flicks! If I stop now he’ll say I haven’t won and take his bobby dazzler home. I’ve been after this ollie for two weeks now, it’s a beauty!’


His mate, who had more dirt on him than Billy, grunted, ‘We can finish the game after we’ve had our tea. Me mam’s probably looking for me anyway so I’d better go.’


This didn’t go down well with Billy, who was nearer to winning the bobby dazzler than he’d ever been. For weeks now he’d lain in bed dreaming of making the multi-coloured marble his and walking around with his chest sticking out, the envy of every lad in the street and at school. But he could see by his mam’s face that she meant business, so settled for saying, ‘As long as yer remember where we’re up to, and I’ve got two goes when we start again.’


The boys picked up their ollies and stuffed them in their pockets as they stood up. ‘Holy suffering ducks,’ Kate said, rolling her eyes towards the sky, ‘will yer just look at the state of the pair of yer! Yer’ll need a scrubbing brush to get that dirt off yer knees, it’s an inch thick. And if yer’ve ruined those trousers, Billy Spencer, so help me, I’ll clock yer one.’


Pete thought it was time to make himself scarce. ‘I’ll see yer later, Billy.’


‘I wouldn’t count on that, Pete Reynolds,’ Kate said, ‘’cos your mam will have a fit when she sees the state of yer.’ The look of dejection on their dirty faces made her smile. ‘Our coalman’s been today, and he wasn’t as black as you two.’


‘I’d better go in the back way,’ Pete said, ‘and with a bit of luck I can wash meself before me mam sees me.’ With that the boy took to his heels and disappeared down the side entry.


Billy glared at his mother. ‘Just two more goes and I’d have won that ollie. Yer should see it, Mam, it’s a beauty. Every lad in the street is after it and none of them’s got as near as I got just now. Me luck was in, and now it’s been spoilt.’


‘I’ll tell yer what, son, there’s more for yer to worry about than a ruddy ollie. If yer’ve torn those kecks then yer luck will most definitely not be in ’cos I’ll give yer a thick ear.’


‘I haven’t torn them, I’ve been careful.’ The boy shook his head in disgust. How could she think about trousers when he’d come so close to winning the pride of the neighbourhood? ‘I can’t get over being so close to winning, and then you have to come out!’ The boy scratched his head as a woebegone expression crossed his face. ‘Another two minutes and it would have been mine.’


‘If yer don’t get in this house right away, yer’ll really have something to moan about. Yer’ll be getting burnt sausages for yer dinner.’ As her son passed her, Kate patted his head. ‘Right to the sink and wash some of that dirt off yer hands and face while I rescue the sausages. And then yer can go and fetch yer sister, wherever she is.’


‘She’s in next door with Dolly, playing some daft girls’ game.’ The boy watched his mother pour hot water into a bowl for him then picked up a block of carbolic soap. ‘Ay, those sausages don’t half smell nice, Mam, how many am I getting?’


‘Ye’re getting two, as usual, and I don’t want to hear any moans from yer. There’s plenty of starving people who would gladly swap places with yer.’ Kate had an urge to kiss the boy’s dirty face, ’cos she loved the bones of him and his sister, but decided she’d wait until he’d washed. ‘Put a move on, I don’t want yer dad seeing yer like that or he’ll think I don’t look after yer properly. I’ll knock next door for Nancy.’ She got to the middle of the living room and turned back. ‘I know how many sausages there are, son, and if yer pinch one then watch out, ’cos I’ll be giving yer a thick lip to go with the thick ear I promised yer.’


Left alone, the boy grinned as he washed his hands and face. His mam was always threatening to give him a thick ear and lip, but he knew it would never happen. The most he got if he’d been really naughty was a smack across the back of his legs. And that didn’t hurt a bit, although he pretended it did. Not like getting the cane off the headmaster. Now that was something dreaded by even the toughest boys in his class. Four strokes off Mr Sykes and you couldn’t sit down for a few days. A picture of the headmaster flashed through his mind, and even that was enough to make Billy shiver. Mr Sykes was a very tall man, very well-made and very bad-tempered. He could reduce a boy to a mass of quivering jelly just by glaring at him. The best course with him was to behave yourself, keep your nose clean and try not to blot your copy book. Billy made sure he watched his behaviour at school which was why he’d only been caned once in all the time he’d been in the junior.


Kate knocked a second time on the front door of the house next door, then shouted through the letter box, ‘Are yer all deaf or something? Me dinner will be ruined at this rate.’


The door was finally opened by a woman who looked as impatient as her neighbour. ‘In the name of God, Kate, what’s yer hurry?’ Monica Parry’s mousy-coloured hair was standing on end as though she’d just run her fingers through it. ‘Yer nearly knocked the ruddy door down, and I thought the rent man had sent the bleedin’ bailiffs in!’


She was a nice-looking woman was Monica, with a slim figure and a face that was never far from a smile. But her looks couldn’t be compared with her neighbour’s. Kate Spencer had been blessed with an abundance of rich dark auburn hair which framed a face of real beauty. With her high cheekbones, clear, faultless complexion, a set of strong, even white teeth, perfectly arched black eyebrows and long curling eyelashes, she was the envy of every woman in the street and of interest to quite a few of the men.


‘If our Nancy’s here, Monica, will yer tell her to come home pronto while the dinner is still fit to eat?’ Kate saw a familiar figure walking up the street and groaned. ‘Oh, here’s John now, I’d better scarper. Be a pal and chase our Nancy home, will yer?’


‘Of course I will, girl. Are yer coming in later for a cuppa and a natter? I get fed up looking at four walls when my feller goes to the pub.’


‘I’ll see how the land lies, Monica,’ Kate shouted over her shoulder. ‘I’ll give a knock on the wall if I can get away.’


‘Do yer best, girl, or I’ll end up talking to meself, and I’ve already told meself all I know. I mean, I can only laugh so many times at me own jokes.’ Monica saw her friend disappear into the house next door then waved to the man who was coming closer. ‘All right, John? How’s the world treating yer, lad?’


‘Fair to middling, Monica, I can’t complain.’


‘I was going to say yer can complain if yer want to, John, but everyone’s got their own bleedin’ troubles and wouldn’t listen to yer. Anyway, I’ve got to chase yer daughter home or Kate will have me guts for garters. So leave the door open, save her knocking.’


Billy was sitting at the table when Kate got in, wriggling about in anticipation of the meal about to be put before him. ‘Hurry up, Mam, I’m starving.’


If he hadn’t spoken his mother would have gone straight through to the kitchen without giving him a glance. As it was she took one look at his neck before putting her hands to her mouth. ‘Oh, my God! Don’t yer ever look at yerself in the mirror when yer get washed? Yer’ve got a bigger tidemark than Seaforth Sands.’


Billy heard his dad coming in and tried to pull up his shirt collar to cover the dirt. But John had heard his wife’s words. Trying to keep back a smile, he put a hand on his son’s head and pushed it sideways, all the better to see the unmissable tidemark. ‘Oh, dear, oh, dear, oh, dear! What have we here?’


Kate could see the twinkle in her husband’s eyes and laughed to herself as she carried on to the kitchen. Like father, like son. Her husband and Billy were as alike as two peas in a pod, with their dark blond hair and hazel eyes. Their natures were alike, too, Kate thought as she stood listening to them talk instead of draining the potatoes, and their keen sense of humour.


‘It’s a tidemark, Dad,’ Billy said, stating the obvious. ‘But I’ll have a good wash when I’ve had me dinner.’


‘A tidemark! Yer call this a tidemark? I’d have been ashamed of meself at your age if that was the best I could come up with. Why, my tidemarks would have knocked yours into a cocked hat!’


Billy cheered up. ‘And did your mam tell yer off, and make yer use a scrubbing brush to get rid of the dirt?’


Kate was back in the living room like a shot, wagging a stiffened finger. ‘Don’t you be making a joke of it, John, ’cos it’s not funny. You side with him and he’ll never wash his neck again.’ She tapped Billy on his nose. ‘It’s the tin bath in front of the fire for you later, me laddo. Yer dad can carry it in from the yard after we’ve had our dinner.’


‘Ah, ay, Mam! I’m too big to be getting in that thing with all of yer watching! I’ll give meself a good wash in the kitchen, I promise.’


‘Yer don’t have to worry about me watching yer,’ the young girl standing in the doorway said, ‘I don’t want to give meself nightmares.’


Kate grinned across at her twelve-year-old daughter. Nancy had inherited her mother’s features and colouring, but her beauty had yet to blossom. ‘You and me will make ourselves scarce, eh, sunshine? We’ll nip next door for an hour, so Billy can have some privacy.’


Nancy grinned. ‘I beat yer to it, Mam, ’cos I’ve already told Dolly I’ll have a game of Snakes and Ladders with her.’


‘That’s settled then. Now perhaps I can get the dinner out. It’s a wonder the sausages haven’t got fed up waiting and walked out of the frying pan on their own.’


John slipped his work coat off and hung it on a hook in the narrow hall. ‘I’m ready for a plate of sausage and mash, I’m starving.’ He winked at his son to let him know that what he was about to say was only teasing. ‘And it’ll give me the strength to stand the sight of me son in his nakedness without fainting with shock.’


‘Ay, don’t yer be making fun of my kid brother,’ Nancy said, giving Billy a hug as she passed his chair. ‘When he gets older he’ll be as big and strong as Tarzan. And to make sure he gets plenty to eat, I’m going to give me mam a hand with the dinner. Sit yerself down, Dad, and I’ll wait on yer.’


‘I’ll have to wash me hands first, pet, otherwise I’ll get a go-along off yer mam for sitting at the table with dirty hands.’


Billy’s shoulders shook with laughter. ‘She’ll make yer get in the tin bath after I’ve been in. Wouldn’t that be funny?’


Kate came in carrying a plate in each hand. ‘It would be more than funny to see yer dad getting in that tin bath, son, it would be hilarious.’ She put the two plates down and chuckled at the look on her husband’s face. ‘In fact, I could sell tickets to the neighbours and make meself a few coppers.’


‘Yer’d make more than a few coppers!’ John rose to his full height and pushed his face close to his wife’s. ‘There’s women in this street would pay at least a tanner to see my fine physique. And they’d queue up a second time.’


‘If they did, it would only be because they didn’t believe what they saw the first time. Yer’ve got legs like knots in cotton, sunshine, and there’s no getting away from it.’ Kate gave him a playful push. ‘Get those hands under the tap, love, and then perhaps we can sit down to eat in peace.’


‘Ay, Mam,’ Billy said. ‘These sausages are talking to me and they’re not in a very good temper, either!’


‘Neither would you be, son, if you’d been frying away for an hour in hot fat. Even sausages have feelings, yer know.’


‘One of these is dead bad-tempered, it’s just spat at me.’


‘Well, yer know what to do.’ Nancy put her plate down on the table and pulled out the chair next to her brother’s. ‘Stick yer fork in it and that will shut it up.’


Alone in the kitchen with his wife, John put his arms around her waist. ‘How about a nice, long passionate kiss?’


‘Let me go, yer daft nit, or the kids will hear yer.’ Kate had a plate in her hand and she held it aloft. ‘This is your dinner, and yer’ll get it on yer head if yer don’t behave yerself.’ She looked over her shoulder and smiled at him. ‘There’s a place for long passionate kisses and it’s not a kitchen smelling of fat.’


‘I don’t know why ye’re whispering, Mam,’ Nancy called. ‘Me and our Billy can hear every word ye’re saying. He’s just asked me what the difference is between a kiss like yer give us, and a passionate kiss?’


Kate slipped from her husband’s arms and carried the plate through. ‘Well, son, ye’re ten years of age now, I reckon it’ll be seven or eight more before yer know the difference. Yer see, it’s not something yer can put into words, yer have to experience it for yerself.’


The boy gave a grunt of disgust. ‘Ugh! I bet it’s sloppy, and sloppy things make me want to be sick.’


‘Just eat yer dinner for now, then, sunshine, and leave the sloppy things for the next seven or eight years.’ Kate speared a piece of sausage ready to put in her mouth. ‘I can’t wait until yer get your first girlfriend, that should be very interesting. At least it will be for me, I can’t speak for the poor girl. It might be a case of one kiss and she’ll take off and yer’ll never see her again.’


Then with all the experience of his ten years, Billy curled his top lip and said, ‘Well, let her take off, it won’t worry me.’


Nancy couldn’t resist joining in. ‘Let who take off, Billy?’


‘The girl me mam said would take off and I’d never see her again.’


John decided to add his twopennyworth. ‘Which girl was this, son?’


Now Billy didn’t like girls, nor did he like sloppy things. But he did like a good laugh. ‘I don’t know, Dad, I didn’t even have time to get a proper look at her. She gave me a kiss and then was off before I could even ask her name!’


Next door, Monica jerked her head towards the wall. ‘Can yer hear them laughing? Kate’s coming in later, I’ll have to ask her what the joke was.’


‘Oh, Nancy’s coming in as well,’ said Dolly, her daughter and only child. ‘We’re going to play Snakes and Ladders.’


‘I think I’ll poppy off to the pub then,’ said Tom, the man of the house. ‘I’ll get out from under yer feet.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Monica rested her knife and fork. ‘Anyone would think yer were being chased out of yer own house, when the truth is yer go to the ruddy pub every night! In fact, I’m of the firm opinion that if yer missed going one night, the bleeding landlord would come knocking for yer!’


‘Now come on, my love,’ Tom laughed. ‘Aren’t yer exaggerating a bit? I don’t go every night, so don’t be giving me a bad name.’


‘Apart from the odd times yer take me to the pictures, and that’s under protest, yer go to the pub every single night without fail.’


Tom shook his head. ‘No, love, I do not, and I can prove it. Have yer forgotten that none of the pubs is open on Christmas Day?’


Next door, Kate said, ‘Listen to Monica laughing. She’s got a real belly laugh and it always makes me chuckle. It sounds as though she’s got something funny to tell me when I go in. I hope so, I just feel like a good laugh.’ She raised her eyebrows at her husband. ‘I don’t know why yer don’t go for a pint with Tom, he’s good company. Yer used to go out with him, but yer haven’t been for ages.’


John shook his head. ‘No, I’d rather put me sixpence on a horse. At least yer stand a chance of winning a bit back, but with a pint of beer yer money’s gone and yer’ve got nothing to show for it.’


‘Oh, ye’re not gambling, are yer, love? I thought yer had more sense than that. It’s a mug’s game, with the bookie the only winner. And another thing, yer know it’s not legal and yer could get into trouble with the police.’


‘I wouldn’t get into trouble, love, it would be the bookie. But I don’t even see him ’cos one of the blokes in work puts the bets on for all the lads.’ John could see this wasn’t making his wife feel any better, so he added, ‘It’s only a tanner, love, and yer never know, I might win a few bob and then yer can buy something new for you and the kids.’


‘Aye, and pigs might fly!’ Kate wasn’t a bit happy about it as her own father had been a compulsive gambler, and there were times when he was keeping so much back out of his wages to pay the bookie that her mother was left without enough money to pay the rent man. Memories of her crying were still fresh in Kate’s mind, even though she’d been young at the time. But she couldn’t imagine John being as reckless as her father, he wouldn’t do anything to hurt her or the children. ‘Just don’t ever come to me and tell me ye’re in debt, sunshine, ’cos I couldn’t stand it.’


Kate could feel the children’s eyes on her and was sorry she hadn’t kept quiet until she and her husband were alone. It wasn’t fair on the kids, they were too young to understand. So she put a smile on her face. ‘Anyway, if yer do win any money, I could do with a new sideboard. That one’s seen better days and is falling to bits.’


John’s smile came with a sigh of relief. ‘Okay, a sideboard it is, sweetheart. Your every wish is my command.’


As Billy listened to this, he was worried at first because his mam appeared to be upset. But she was smiling now, so he felt it was all right to say what was on his mind. ‘Mam, have yer forgotten about me game of ollies? It’ll be dark by the time you and our Nancy go out and I have that blinking bath. Too dark to play ollies.’


‘Yer don’t imagine for one moment that I’d let yer go out and get yerself filthy again, just after yer’ve had a bath? Not on yer life, sunshine! Pete can hold on to his bobby dazzler until tomorrow, nothing’s going to happen to it before then.’


‘That’s what you think!’ Billy looked glum. ‘Half the lads in the street are after that ollie, and they’ll be knocking on his door right now and asking for a game.’


‘But Pete is yer best mate. He won’t break his promise to let yer carry on where yer left off.’


‘Being his mate doesn’t mean a thing, Mam! If some lad offers him ten marbles for that bobby dazzler, he’ll take them, friend or no friend.’


Nancy leaned forward to look her brother in the face. ‘Is that what you’d do, Billy? Break a promise to yer best friend?’


Now he was in a quandary. This was definitely a no-win situation. That is it was a no-win situation until out of nowhere came a flash of brilliance. ‘It’s not me we’re talking about, it’s Pete. And it’s not any old ollie, either! If that bobby dazzler was mine, I wouldn’t even play with it, never mind letting anyone win it off me. I’d keep it wrapped in a hankie in me pocket, and show off with it.’


‘Then why do yer think Pete should let you win it?’ John asked. ‘When yer wouldn’t even let him play for it if it was yours? Not very sporting that, is it, son?’


Billy wasn’t a bit put out. He didn’t worry whether he was sporting or not. ‘Dad, haven’t yer ever heard them say that all’s fair in love and war?’


John couldn’t keep the chuckle back. ‘I have heard that, son, of course I have. But I don’t think it applies in this case. Yer see, ye’re not in love and there is no war!’


Billy’s face split into a wide grin. ‘I’ve got yer there, Dad, ’cos I am in love. I love me mam, you, our Nancy, and that blinking marble what’s coming between me and me sleep.’


‘There’s one good thing,’ his sister said. ‘At least he put us all before the marble.’


Monica pushed the couch nearer to the fire. ‘We may as well make ourselves comfortable and warm. The girls are all right at the table, we won’t be in each other’s way.’


Dolly pushed her counter across the board to the bottom of one of the ladders. ‘As long as yer don’t keep gabbing and putting us off our game.’


‘Ah, well, wouldn’t that be just too bad?’ Monica pulled a face. ‘It’s not us what make the noise, it’s you two. Yer should hear yerselves screaming when the throw of a dice takes yer to the top of a ladder. Anyone would think yer’d won the pools. And when yer lose and have to come down again, well, the groans are unmerciful.’


Nancy giggled. ‘We’ll try to groan quietly, then, Auntie Monica.’


‘You do that, girl, while me and yer mam have a natter. I’ll make us a cuppa a bit later on, ’cos it’s not long since we had one after our dinner.’


The two mothers watched their daughters playing for a few minutes, smiling indulgently as expressions changed at the toss of a dice. Then they settled one at either end of the couch with their feet tucked under them. After a quick glance to make sure the girls were intent on the game, Monica said softly, ‘Ay, have yer heard about Betty Blackmore? You know, her what lives at the back with number twenty-eight painted in white on the entry door?’


‘Of course I know Betty, she’s the one who knocked on the door the day we moved in to ask if we’d like her to make us a pot of tea. I’ve never forgotten that ’cos I thought it was really nice of her.’ Kate raised her eyebrows. ‘Why d’yer ask, is she not well or something?’


‘Out of her mind, more like it.’ Again Monica cast a quick glance over to the girls at the table. This was definitely not something for young ears. ‘Her daughter Margaret is expecting a baby.’


‘Go ’way, I didn’t think she was married! She’s only about seventeen, isn’t she?’


‘Right on both counts, girl! She is only seventeen, and no, she isn’t married. Betty is out of her mind with worry.’


Kate gasped. ‘She must be, the poor woman! But the girl must have a boyfriend, so why couldn’t they just get married without any fuss? It would stop the wagging tongues and sly glances.’


‘There’s a bit of a problem there, girl, I’m afraid. Yer see, the girl hasn’t got a boyfriend. I was talking to Betty in the entry before, and the poor woman is so ashamed she can hardly look yer in the face. Apparently the boy who put her daughter in the family way lives a few streets away, and Margaret had only been out with him twice. Betty went around to see his parents as soon as she knew, but the lad denied everything, said he’d never laid a finger on her. And when Mr Blackmore went around to have it out with the lad’s father, I believe it came to blows. The parents chased him off and told him not to be spreading rumours about their son.’


Kate let out a deep sigh. ‘What a mess! How old is this boy?’


‘He’s nineteen, and according to what his mother told Betty, he’s never had a proper girlfriend. He admits to going to the pictures twice with Margaret, even said he’d kissed her, but nothing more than that.’


‘And d’yer think he might be telling the truth?’ Kate asked. ‘Perhaps Margaret has been with another bloke but is too frightened to say. It wouldn’t be the first time a lad got the blame for something he hadn’t done.’


‘Oh, I don’t think that’s likely, ’cos she’s very shy, is Margaret, she wouldn’t say boo to a goose.’


Kate pulled a face. ‘She can’t be that shy if she’s got herself pregnant. But whichever way it goes it’s the parents that’ll be left to shoulder the shame of the daughter, and the responsibility of bringing up the child. It’s not a position I’d like to find meself in.’


‘Me neither! But she’s well liked is Betty, and the neighbours will rally round. They’ll not turn their back on her.’


‘I should think not! After all, it could happen to anyone. Yer know the old saying, “There but for the grace of God go I”? Well, it’s certainly true in this case.’


Monica leaned closer. ‘I’d kill our Dolly if she brought that kind of trouble to me door. I’d never be able to lift me head up in the street.’


‘I hope it never does happen to yer, sunshine, but if it did, yer’d just have to get on with it. Like Betty’s going to have to do. As yer say, her friends won’t desert her, and those that do were never true friends in the first place and not worth losing any sleep over. Anyway, like everything else, it’ll be a nine days’ wonder and then something else will come along to take people’s minds off it.’ Kate cupped her chin in her hand. ‘If I was in Betty’s shoes I’d do me damnedest to find out who the father is, though. I couldn’t go through life not knowing. Whoever he is, good or bad, he’s the child’s father and should come forward so the poor mite isn’t born illegitimate. That’s a terrible stigma for an innocent child to have to shoulder all through his life.’


‘I know, it’s lousy for the poor kid.’ Monica’s serious expression didn’t sit well on a face which was usually creased in a smile. ‘I feel sorry for the baby already.’


‘Who d’yer feel sorry for, Mam?’ Dolly asked, causing the women to sit up straight and wonder how much the girls had heard. ‘Is someone’s baby sick?’


‘What are yer on about?’ Monica was racking her brains for an answer. ‘Yer must be hearing things ’cos I never mentioned no baby, did I, Kate?’


Kate shook her head and crossed two fingers. She didn’t like telling lies but right now there was no alternative. ‘Yer mam said lady, sunshine, not baby. We were just talking about a woman we meet at the shops who hasn’t been well lately.’


‘Well, what about the cup of tea yer promised us an hour ago, Mam?’ Dolly kept half an eye on Nancy to make sure she didn’t cheat. ‘The woman won’t get any better by you not giving us a cuppa. Besides, me throat is parched.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ Monica said, uncurling her legs. ‘Yer’ve shouted yerself hoarse, and it’s a wonder next door haven’t knocked to complain about the noise.’


Dolly pointed to the far wall. ‘The neighbours that way have gone to the pictures and the house is empty. And these two aren’t likely to complain, are they?’ Her grin widened. ‘Especially when they get a cup of tea and a gingersnap.’


Monica tutted as she passed her daughter’s chair. ‘Cheeky article! I don’t know what sort of a mother yer’ve got, girl, but she wants to try teaching yer a few manners.’




Chapter Two


Kate stood on the front step watching Billy ambling up the street with his mate Pete. At the rate they were going, they’d never make the school gates before the bell rang. And it was her son’s fault because his head was nodding and his mouth was working fifteen to the dozen. She’d bet any money he was giving his mate a hard time about that ruddy ollie, he seemed to be obsessed with the thing.


Folding her arms, Kate leaned back against the door jamb. It was a performance every morning trying to get her son out of the house on time, and she thanked her lucky stars she didn’t have the same difficulty with Nancy. Her daughter was no trouble at all in the mornings, getting herself washed and dressed before having her breakfast. And there was no need to check her neck for tidemarks, or make sure her shoes weren’t covered in scuff marks.


Kate waited until the boys had turned the corner, then looked up at the sky. It was clear blue, not a dark cloud in sight. ‘It’s a good day for getting clothes washed and dried,’ she muttered aloud as she stepped into the hall. ‘I can have them blowing on the line before Monica calls to go to the shops.’


The kitchen of the two-up-two-down was so small Kate barely needed to move her feet. Her movements quick and efficient from long practice, she filled a large black iron pan with water and set it on the gas stove next to the kettle. ‘Now, where did I put the ruddy matches?’ She spied them on the shelf and soon had the two gas rings lit. Then she pulled the dolly tub into the centre of the floor and attached one end of a piece of hose to the cold-water tap, and let the other end hang over the dolly tub. ‘Now, while I’m waiting for the water to boil, I may as well make the beds and gather up any clothes that need washing.’ Kate thought nothing of talking to herself, she did it all the time. She said it made her feel she wasn’t alone, that there was someone in the house with her. Someone who didn’t answer back.


Halfway up the shallow stairs, Kate suddenly came to a halt and slapped an open palm to her forehead. ‘You stupid bugger, yer’ve got no soap powder in!’ She quickly made her way back down to the kitchen. ‘I’ll nip to the corner shop and be back before the water boils. And I’ll go the back way so no one sees me in me muck.’ She took her purse from a drawer in the sideboard, opened it to make sure she had enough money, then slipped it into the pocket of her pinny.


The shop was run by a husband and wife, Les and Violet Riley, and their fifteen-year-old daughter Doreen helped out when they were busy. Right now Kate was glad to see there was only one other customer, and she was already being served by Les. ‘Come on, Vi, let’s be having yer.’ Kate smiled at the shopkeeper who was very popular with everyone. Violet Riley had a bonny figure, a round face with rosy red cheeks, black hair, brown eyes and a very hearty laugh. ‘I was full of good intentions, Vi. In me mind I had me washing blowing merrily on the line. That is until I remembered I didn’t have no washing powder. So could I have a small packet, please?’


‘Yer certainly can, sweetheart! In fact, I’ll let yer have a large one if yer’d like to take my washing home and put it in with yours? I mean, yer wouldn’t even notice an extra six shirts, three white coats and two pair of long johns. So how d’yer fancy that?’


Kate pulled a face. ‘Sod off, Vi, I’ve got enough on me plate washing for me own family. Particularly our Billy, he’s a holy terror. And by holy I don’t mean religious holy, I mean he doesn’t possess a thing that doesn’t have a hole in. And he’s a dirty beggar, I’m sure he rolls in the dirt for spite.’


Vi’s laugh came from deep within her. ‘Well, yer will have boys, won’t yer? That’s why I put me foot down after our Doreen was born. I wasn’t going to be lumbered with another boy, thanks very much.’


Kate’s face showed surprise. ‘But you never had a boy. Yer’ve only got Doreen.’


‘Are yer forgetting him over there?’ Violet nodded to where her husband was handing over change to a customer. ‘He still thinks he’s a boy. Talks like one and acts like one. He’s forgotten to grow up.’


Les walked along the counter towards them. ‘I know my dear wife has been talking about me, I can see it in her face. What’s she been saying, Kate?’


‘She’s been paying yer compliments, Les. Telling me how ye’re still young at heart.’


‘Then she’s after something.’ Les Riley was tall and slim, with fine sandy hair, hazel eyes and a pleasant disposition. ‘The only time my one ever says nice things about me is when she’s after something.’ There was affection in the gaze he turned on his wife. ‘I wouldn’t care if she was only after a slab of chocolate like, but she doesn’t believe in skimping it, she likes to push the boat out. For instance, last week it was a new three-piece she was after. But I had to put me foot down with a firm hand, ’cos if I started giving in to her, we’d be skint.’


‘Go ’way, ye’re rolling in it, Les Riley,’ Kate said. ‘I bet yer’ve got a few long stockings hidden under the floorboards upstairs.’


Les feigned annoyance as he shook a fist at his wife. ‘I thought I told yer not to tell anyone about those floorboards! Honest, yer can’t be trusted to keep anything to yerself. In fact, no women can, they’re all gossip-mongers and janglers.’


Kate’s eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared as she leaned across the counter. ‘I came here for a packet of soap powder, not to be insulted.’ She straightened up and took on a haughty pose. ‘Violet, would you kindly serve me, please? I prefer to be served by a woman as I find men can be so supercilious.’


Vi’s mouth gaped. ‘Men can be what? My God, girl, how did yer get yer tongue around that, and what the blazes does it mean?’


‘I bet she doesn’t know,’ Les said, grinning. ‘She’s just made it up.’


‘Of course I know what it means! I wasn’t dragged up like you common as muck people, I was brought up proper. And for your information, Les Riley, supercilious means looking down yer nose at someone. Which is what men do, ’cos they think they’re the superior race.’


‘But we are the superior race, everyone knows that! At least all men do.’ Les was beginning to enjoy himself and was hoping no other customers would come in for a while. ‘But we don’t keep bragging about it ’cos it would be just the excuse you women need to start one of yer crying matches.’


Violet stared at him straight-faced for a few seconds, then she moved towards him and put a closed fist on his chest. Pushing him backwards, she curled her lip and snarled, ‘Oh, so ye’re superior to me, are yer? I’m as thick as two short planks, eh? Well, at least now I know where we stand.’


Every time Les opened his mouth, he was pushed further backwards. Both he and his wife were acting a part and thoroughly enjoying themselves. And it was such a funny scene, Kate was doubled up with laughter. She was wiping tears of mirth from her eyes with the back of a hand when she remembered the water she’d left to heat.


‘Oh, my God!’ she cried.


Violet and Les looked startled. ‘What’s up, girl? Yer look as though yer’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I’ve just remembered I left two pans on the stove. The backsides will be burned out of them by now! I only intended to be out for a few minutes.’ Kate’s hand fluttered nervously to her throat. ‘Vi, throw us a packet of soap powder, I’ll have to dash. I’ll pay yer later, save time now.’ She got to the door of the shop and called, ‘If me house is burned to the ground, or flooded, I’m going to blame you two for keeping me talking.’


With that parting shot she took to her heels and ran like the wind. She was expecting the pan and kettle to be boiled dry, but to her surprise the water in the large pan hadn’t even come to the boil, and the kettle was just beginning to whistle. So she’d panicked for nothing. She’d better tell Les and Vi all was well when she called in to pay for the powder.


‘Until then, I’d better pull me socks up and get this tub filled. I won’t have time now to get the clothes washed and on the line before Monica comes, but I’ll give them a good go with the dolly peg to get the dirt out, and then leave them to steep until I come back from the shops.’


Running upstairs to gather the dirty clothes, Kate puffed, ‘So much for me grand ideas. I was going to break eggs with a big stick but end up doing sweet Fanny Adams. Me mam was always telling me it was unlucky to make plans, and she was right, as usual.’


Monica’s eyes popped when Kate opened the door to her. ‘I thought yer’d be waiting for me, but ye’re not even ready!’ After a closer inspection of her mate, she said, ‘Yer look all hot and bothered, girl, what’s wrong?’


‘It’s a long story, sunshine, so yer’d better come in and listen to it in comfort.’ Kate ran the back of one hand across her forehead. ‘The sweat is pouring off me with plunging that dolly peg up and down.’


‘But what are yer washing today for?’ Monica asked. ‘Yer don’t usually do a big wash on a Wednesday with it being half-day closing at the shops. And just look at the state of yer! Ye’re sweating cobs, yer hair’s a mess and yer’ve no stockings on.’ She pulled a chair out from under the table. ‘Ye’re not a bit organized today, girl, what’s got into yer?’


Kate sat on a chair facing her. ‘Well, if yer must know, it all started with the weather. When I was seeing our Billy off to school, I happened to look up and saw this beautiful blue sky. I told meself it was a perfect day for a line full of washing.’ She sighed. ‘But it hasn’t turned out that way.’


Monica undid the buttons on her coat and crossed her shapely legs. ‘Okay, girl, let’s have it. What have yer been up to?’


Ten minutes later, having embellished events a little to make the tale more interesting, Kate was chuckling as she neared the end. ‘There was me, leaning on the shop counter, really enjoying meself watching Vi and Les acting daft, and not giving a thought to the time. Then, when I did, I imagined I’d been there ages and panicked. The trouble is, Vi and Les will be wondering if me house is still standing. I’ll have to call in on our way past and let them know all is well. And pay them for the packet of soap powder.’


‘Ye’re not fit to be on yer own, yer know that, don’t yer?’ Monica clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. ‘You get yerself ready while I work up a sweat on the flaming dolly peg. And when we come back from the shops, providing we ever get there, well, I’ll give yer a hand to rinse the clothes out and put them through the mangle. They’ll dry in no time in this weather.’


Kate jumped to her feet and planted a kiss on her friend’s cheek. ‘What are yer? Only the best mate in the world.’


‘Don’t push yer luck, girl, this is only a one off ’cos I’m feeling in a good mood. Just don’t make a habit of it.’ Monica slipped off her coat and threw it over the back of the chair. ‘Move yerself or the shops will have sold out.’


Kate stopped at the bottom of the stairs with her hand on the banister. ‘Ay, yer good moods don’t last long, do they, sunshine? Two minutes and ye’re back to being yer normal self . . . bossy and bad-tempered.’ Laughing, she took the stairs two at a time when she saw her mate coming towards her with hands curled in a circle, warning that if there was any more cheek she’d strangle her, best friend or not.


As Kate was getting ready upstairs, Monica was plunging the dolly peg up and down on the clothes in the tub. And she was talking to them. ‘I know it’s not nice to have someone banging hell out of yer, but there’s no need to moan. Yer’ll be on the line before yer know it, wafting in the nice soft breeze.’


‘Are yer calling in the corner shop first or leaving it until we come back?’ Monica sounded matter-of-fact but she was hatching a plot in her mind. ‘What d’yer think?’


‘We’ll call in first, in case I spend all me money.’


‘Then will yer let me pull their legs a bit?’ Monica asked, devilment dancing in her eyes. ‘I could just do with a laugh.’


‘Oh, aye, and what have yer got in mind?’ Kate was apprehensive. Her neighbour was always playing tricks on people, and not everyone appreciated it. ‘Ye’re not going to make fools of them or me, are yer?’


‘What d’yer take me for? I’m just going to have a bit of fun, and I promise it’ll be a ruddy good laugh. I know Vi and Les will see the joke, but I’m not so sure about you, yer don’t always see the funny side.’ Monica squeezed her friend’s arm to show she was only kidding. ‘All you have to do is agree with everything I say, or else stand there like a lemon and say nowt.’


‘All right, I’ll stand still and say nowt. But if I think ye’re going too far and taking the mickey out of them, I’ll stick me oar in.’


The corner shop did a brisk trade, particularly in the early mornings between half-five and half-seven when the men were going to work and needed cigarettes and matches. But business was always steady as they stocked everything under the sun and were handy for when people ran short of anything. There were four customers in the shop when Kate and Monica arrived, and both women thought they were in for a wait. But as soon as Violet set eyes on Kate she said to her elderly customer, ‘Will yer excuse me a minute, Maggie? I just want to have a word with Mrs Spencer.’


Maggie didn’t mind at all, it was one way of passing the time. There was many a bit of juicy gossip to be heard standing in this little shop, and as the old lady lived on her own it was the goings-on of other people that kept her mind active. So, thinking she wasn’t being observed, she inched further along the counter.


‘Was everything all right when yer got home, Kate?’


Monica jumped in before an answer could form on Kate’s lips. ‘Ye’re joking, aren’t yer, Vi? When I called for Tilly Mint here, I had to wade through a foot of water! She said she’d been talking to you and Les and forgot the time. We’ve had a hell of a job brushing out and mopping up.’ She looked down at her feet. ‘Me shoes are still sodden.’


Violet screwed up her eyes. ‘How could that be? She said she had two pans of water on the stove and was frightened of them drying up and burning! No matter what happened to them, they couldn’t have flooded the place like you’re saying.’


By this time Les and the four customers were all ears. And there was nothing Monica liked better than an appreciative audience. Her face and voice were set for high drama. ‘Oh, yeah, but she’d forgot she put the hose pipe on the tap and turned it on to fill up the tub. All over the house was flooded, kitchen, living room and hall. Everywhere was sopping wet.’


One customer thought she was being helpful by suggesting, ‘Yer should leave the front and back doors open, queen, to dry the place through.’


Another one thought that was a good idea. ‘That’s right girl, yer’ll get a draught through if yer leave yer front and back doors open.’


‘That’s terrible, that is,’ Violet said. ‘I’m sorry for yer, Kate.’


Kate was giving the floor her full attention while hoping Vi, her husband, and the customers who were clicking their tongues in sympathy, had a good sense of humour. ‘It’s just one of those things, Vi, can’t be helped.’


Les was beginning to smell a rat. Why was Kate standing there saying very little, and leaving all the talking to Monica? ‘Have yer got the place sorted out now, then?’


Once again it was Monica who answered. ‘The worst thing was getting rid of all the soapsuds, they were everywhere. Flying through the air getting up our noses, and landing on the mantelpiece, chair legs, even the aspidistra plant on the little table by the window. That looked as though it was covered in snow.’


Les was dying to laugh, but composed his face before saying, ‘Must be good soap powder to make all those suds. We’ll have to put the price of it up, Vi, if it’s good enough to make suds from here down to Kate’s house.’


‘What are you on about, yer stupid nit?’ Violet asked. ‘Honest, yer haven’t got a sympathetic bone in yer body.’


‘Oh, I don’t know, love, I’m quite impressed, really. I mean, Kate didn’t have any soap powder in the house, that’s why she came here for some. So soapsuds appearing in water from a cold tap, well, that’s a miracle.’


His wife looked at him for several seconds as though he was mad. Then the penny dropped and she shook her fist in Monica’s face. ‘This is your doing, missus! What a conniving cow yer are.’ Then she let go with her hearty laugh. With her two hands holding on to her generous tummy, she chortled, ‘Yer really had me going then. I could almost see those soapsuds flying through the air.’


Maggie’s lined face was creased in laughter. ‘It was the aspidistra I could see, all covered in white and looking like a Christmas tree.’ She nodded her head. ‘That’s really cheered me up, that has.’


The other three customers, who were friends, thought it was hilarious. ‘We were even thinking of offering to come to your house and give yer a hand to mop out! Oh, dear, we’ve been well and truly had.’


‘Serves us right,’ another woman said, ‘for listening to other people’s conversations.’


‘No wonder you were so quiet, Kate,’ Violet said. ‘Yer looked as though yer didn’t know where to put yerself, and I thought it was because yer’d had a fright.’


‘I didn’t know where to put meself,’ she admitted. ‘Yer never know what Monica’s going to come up with next. Many’s the time I’ve prayed for the floor to open up so I could disappear. But having said that, she’s got her good points. She got stuck in right away and helped with the clothes in the tub while I made meself respectable.’ She grinned sheepishly. ‘Everything was fine when I got home, the water wasn’t even boiled.’


‘Well, it broke the monotony if nothing else,’ Les said, walking back to his customers. ‘At least we had a laugh and it’ll make the day seem shorter.’


Kate put a threepenny piece on the counter. ‘I think that’s right, Vi, it was only a small packet, wasn’t it?’


‘Yeah, that’s just right. Yer didn’t have to go out of yer way to bring it, yer could have paid at the weekend.’


‘Out of debt, out of danger, Vi! Anyway, it wasn’t out of our way, we had to pass to go to the shops to get something in for the dinner.’


‘What are yer thinking of having?’ Violet asked as she leaned her elbows on the counter. She hadn’t forgotten that Maggie still hadn’t been served, but knew the old dear lived alone and didn’t get about much. She’d be doing her a favour by letting her listen in to the conversation. ‘Tell me it’s something tasty so me mouth can water.’


‘We’re going to ask the butcher to chop a sheet of ribs in half for me and Monica. That’s always a firm favourite in our house.’


‘With a cabbage cooked in the water?’ Maggie couldn’t keep the words back. ‘That’s a real treat. It used to be me husband’s favourite meal. He’d enjoy sucking the bones to get all the meat off.’


Kate smiled at her. ‘That’s what we’re going to do. My husband says the meat on the bones is the sweetest.’


‘Yer want to see my feller when he’s eating them,’ Monica said. ‘He doesn’t care that his fingers are greasy because he says that’s what we were given hands for.’


‘Yer’ve got me mouth watering now. Would yer do us a favour, Kate?’ Monica asked. ‘See if the butcher’s got a spare sheet. If Bob serves yer, tell him who it’s for and he’ll make sure I get a nice lean meaty one.’


Monica chuckled. ‘Which me and Kate will promptly swap for the one he gives us. How soft we’d be to give yer the best one.’


‘Take no notice of her, Vi, she’s having yer on.’ Kate was remembering all the favours the family in the corner shop had done for her, so she wasn’t going to cheat them. ‘I’ll tell Bob to put your name on the paper so I don’t get them mixed up.’ Then a grin appeared. ‘Mind you, if he gives yer a leaner one than he gives us, he’ll get a piece of me mind. Me and Monica are good customers, and I’ll remind him of the fact.’


‘Yer can do that by all means, girl, if we ever get to the ruddy shops!’ Monica pulled on her friend’s arm. ‘Ye’re standing there as though we’ve got all day.’ She waved to everyone in the shop, and there was hearty laughter when Kate was pulled through the door behind her with some force.


‘Let go of me before I lose me balance.’ When she felt her feet firmly on the ground, Kate smoothed down the front of her coat before turning accusing eyes on her neighbour. ‘Well, clever clogs, I hope yer’ve got enough money on yer to pay for Vi’s sheet of ribs? I would have asked her for it, only I was dragged out of the shop before I had a chance.’


‘I haven’t got no money on me,’ Monica said. ‘Only enough for meself, like. So Bob will have to put what Vi owes on the slate. She can pay at the weekend.’


‘She’s not going to like that! I know she gives customers tick in her shop, but that’s only to help them out when they’re skint. She doesn’t need to get tick herself.’


‘How lucky she is then, eh? I’ve had quite a few things on tick in me life, and it never did me no harm. So it won’t hurt her for once.’


‘I’m not going back in that shop with a sheet of ribs and telling her she got it on tick.’ Kate’s mouth was set firm in determination. ‘We’ll pool our money when we get down the street and out of sight. Perhaps between us we can manage to pay for it.’


Monica shook her head slowly. ‘Kate Spencer, yer can be a stubborn bugger when yer feel like it. If we can’t afford to buy it between us, and yer feel so strongly about it, then I’ll get my own ruddy ribs on tick. They’ll probably choke me, but anything’s better than seeing you with a sour face. Anyone would think yer were sucking a lemon.’


That calmed Kate down somewhat, and she linked her friend’s arm. ‘I’d like to sort something out, sunshine, ’cos Vi and Les have been good to me in the past when I haven’t had two ha’pennies to rub together. I’d like to think I could do them a small favour in return.’ She glanced sideways. ‘I’m not the only one they’ve helped, either! There’s a lot of women around here who’ve got good reason to be grateful to the Rileys. They’d have been in Queer Street sometimes without that corner shop. And that includes you, Monica Parry, so just you think on it.’


‘Okay, girl, there’s no need for a lecture. We’ll get that sheet of ribs come hell or high water.’ Monica saw a figure coming towards them and groaned. ‘Oh, no, that’s all I need, here comes Winnie Cartwright. Now don’t stop and talk or she’ll keep us for ages, passing on all the gossip and pulling everyone to pieces.’


The woman approaching them lived three doors down from Kate, and was in her early sixties. She had snow white hair that was always untidy, was small in stature, as thin as a rake, and always on the go. Every one of her movements was quick and jerky, making her look like a puppet worked by strings. She had never had any children so when her husband had died two years ago she was left alone in the world. This was enough for Kate to have time and sympathy for the woman. ‘Go ’way, she’s not that bad! She’s no worse for jangling than we are. I know she talks a lot, but you and me can beat her on that score.’


‘Hello Kate, Monica, are yer off to the shops, then?’ Winnie didn’t have a tooth in her mouth. What she did have were two rows of false teeth which at that moment were in a glass of water at the side of her bed. She hated the things and only wore them on high days and holidays. ‘I got out early and have done enough shopping to last a few days.’


‘We’re late, ’cos we got held back,’ Monica said before hinting, ‘so it’s going to be a rush now getting to the shops before they close.’


There were daggers in the look Kate gave her friend. There was no need to be so curt with the woman. ‘A couple of minutes aren’t going to hurt, so stop fussing. Anyhow, how are yer keeping, Winnie?’


‘I’m fine, queen, can’t complain. Everyone has their own bleedin’ problems, no one wants to hear mine. And as long as I wake up each morning to find I haven’t died in me sleep, then that suits me.’


Although Monica’s smile was reluctant, she couldn’t stop it putting in an appearance. ‘I think yer’d have a job, girl, to wake up and find yer had died in the night.’


Winnie’s two sets of gums were exposed. ‘Ye’re right there, queen, it would be a bleedin’ miracle! I might even end up on the front page of the News of the World! I’ve always wanted to be famous.’


‘A fat lot of good it would do yer if yer were dead,’ Kate said. ‘Anyway, can’t we find something more pleasant to talk about than death?’


‘Yes, queen, we can talk about how nice it’ll be when the summer comes. It won’t be long now, and I’ll be able to go out and show off me figure.’


‘What figure’s that, girl?’ Monica asked. ‘There’s not a pick on yer.’ She dropped her head back and roared with laughter at what she was thinking. ‘Me and Kate are going for a sheet of ribs which will have more meat on than you’ve got.’


‘There’s good stuff in little parcels, queen, like my husband used to tell me. And while your sheet of ribs will be history by eight o’clock tonight, I’ll still be here.’


Kate decided they’d better move on. ‘We’re going to have to make tracks now, Winnie, but I hope yer wake up every morning to find yer haven’t died in yer sleep.’


‘Yeah,’ Monica said. ‘Especially with the summer nearly here, we wouldn’t want yer to miss that.’ She put a hand on Kate’s arm and jerked her head. ‘Betty Blackmore has just come out of the side entry, shall we wait for her?’


‘We can do, keep her company.’ Kate had been thinking a lot about Betty, knowing how hurt and upset she must be about her daughter expecting a baby. ‘We can walk to the shops with her.’


Winnie glanced at the woman who was walking down the opposite side of the street. ‘Someone should tell her to keep an eye on that daughter of hers before she gets herself into trouble.’


‘What makes yer say that, sunshine?’ Kate asked with surprise. ‘Why would Betty’s daughter get herself into trouble?’


‘I’m not saying any more, queen, perhaps I shouldn’t have said what I did. I should mind me own business and let others get on with theirs. I’ll see yer again, ta-ra.’ With that, Winnie left the two friends standing staring at each other in amazement.


‘I wonder what made her say that?’ Kate said. ‘I thought no one knew about Margaret yet?’


‘They don’t, and neither does Winnie. She said the girl would be getting into trouble, not that she was in trouble. Anyway let’s talk about it later, here’s Betty.’




Chapter Three


The two friends walked either side of Betty and each laid a hand on her arm to slow her down. ‘Take it easy, girl, we can’t keep up with yer!’ Monica said. ‘What’s the hurry, anyway?’


‘It’s me nerves, Monica, I’ve been like this for nearly two weeks now – darting down entries ’cos I’m afraid of bumping into anyone I know. I feel so ashamed I can’t look anyone in the face.’


‘I thought yer hadn’t told anyone yet?’


‘I haven’t, only a couple of me best friends. So God knows what I’ll be like when our Margaret starts showing, I’ll be frightened to cross me front door step then.’


‘Don’t be silly, Betty, there’s no need for yer to sneak around like a thief in the night, yer’ve done nothing wrong.’ Kate was very sympathetic when she saw how upset the woman was. After all, the poor soul was being made to suffer for something over which she had no control. ‘Hold yer head high, sunshine, and let people see ye’re not going to let it affect yer. I know ye’re going to stand by yer daughter, and that’s something yer can be proud of.’


‘I wouldn’t mind so much if we knew who the father of the baby is. I mean, it would still be bad, but not as bad as the child being born illegitimate. Our Margaret insists it can only be Greg Corbett, ’cos he’s the only boy she’s been out with. And I’ve never known her to tell lies, so I believe her. Not that it does much good when the lad flatly denies all knowledge of it. We’ve tried to get her to see him, face to face, thinking he might admit it if she’s standing in front of him. But she’s too afraid. I don’t think she’s had a wink of sleep for weeks, worrying about when she starts to show and the girls she works with find out.’


They came to a halt outside the butcher’s shop. ‘This is where we part company, Betty, but any time yer feel like talking to someone, yer can always come to my house,’ Monica told her. ‘And for heaven’s sake, stop worrying because it won’t do yer any good. It certainly won’t get yer anywhere.’


‘It’ll get me and Jack to an early grave, girl, ’cos we’re both out of our minds. We never thought we’d come to this.’


‘Listen, sunshine, your Margaret isn’t the only one this has happened to and she won’t be the last.’ Kate wished she had a magic wand to waft away this woman’s heartache. ‘I bet any money that all this will be forgotten once the baby arrives. Yer’ll love it, and yer’ll make the best grandparents in the neighbourhood.’


There was a catch in Betty’s voice when she said, ‘Thanks, girl, I’ll keep that in me mind. It might make life a bit easier.’


‘Yer can keep this in mind, too,’ Monica told her. ‘Me and Kate will start knitting matinee coats and other little things, and we’ll be proud to be aunties to the new arrival.’


Betty waved them away, but there was a faint smile on her face. ‘Go on, the pair of yer, yer’ll have me bawling me eyes out.’


‘Ta-ra then, Betty, but you look after yerself.’ And as the woman walked away, Monica called after her, ‘Don’t forget, me front door is always open.’


Bob the butcher was wearing a cheeky grin. ‘Is that invitation open to everyone, Monica?’


There was a blank look on her face. ‘What invitation?’


‘That yer front door is always open! But could yer tell me if I’d need to buy a ticket?’


‘Sod off, Bob Grisedale!’ Monica placed her basket on the counter. ‘For your information the invitation is for ladies only.’


‘What about you, Kate?’ The butcher was thinking that if her front door was always open, with those good looks there’d be a queue outside all day and every day. ‘Is your door always open?’


‘The only door in my house which is always on the latch is the door of the lavvy at the bottom of the yard. But ye’re quite welcome to use it.’ Kate didn’t like being looked up and down, it made her feel uncomfortable. ‘And I only charge a penny if yer bring yer own paper.’


Monica chortled. ‘That’s put you in yer place, me laddo. The trouble with you, Bob, is ye’re too fond of the ladies and think ye’re God’s gift to women. And now, if yer can tear yer eyes away from me mate’s legs and put them back in their sockets, we’d like two sheets of ribs. And they have to be exactly the same weight otherwise there’ll be holy murder.’ She took her purse out of the basket. ‘Come on, girl, let’s see how much we’ve got between us. Don’t forget we have to buy bread as well as cabbage.’


Bob held his hands up, a sheet of ribs in each. ‘There yer are, ladies, there’s no difference in the weight of these, and they’re both lean. In fact, they could be twins.’


‘How much for the two?’ Monica asked bluntly. ‘We’re counting our coppers.’


The butcher put both sheets on the scale. ‘They should be three and ninepence, but seeing they’re for you, yer can have them for three and a tanner.’


‘We’ll take them,’ Kate said. ‘And will yer chop both sheets in two, like yer always do?’ She glanced at her friend. ‘We might just about make it, but if not I’ll come back later for whatever we’re short of. I’ll have the money from Vi by then. Is that okay with you?’


‘All right, girl, yer’ve no need to bawl me blinking head off! I don’t know why ye’re looking at me like that, I haven’t said anything to get yer knickers in a twist.’


The cheeky smile was back on the butcher’s face. ‘Ah, are yer knickers in a twist, Kate? Can I be of any assistance?’


She looked at his eager face and burst out laughing. ‘Ye’re all talk, Bob Grisedale! If I said I’d be grateful for your assistance, yer’d faint.’


‘Not until I’ve got the money for the ribs I wouldn’t, Kate. I might fancy yer like mad but I’ve got a wife and three children to think of. They like to eat, yer see, and I need the lolly to feed them.’


Monica handed over the right money. ‘Me heart bleeds for yer, Bob. The thought of your wife and kids starving will come between me and me sleep.’


Bob made sure his assistant was coping with the other customers passing in and out before saying, ‘Blimey, yer mustn’t half live a very dull life! If you’re laying in bed next to your feller, and all yer can think of is my wife and kids, then yer can tell Tom from me that there’s something he’s not doing right.’


Monica wasn’t going to have that. ‘Ay, my feller doesn’t need lessons from you, mate! In fact, I bet he could teach yer a thing or two.’


‘Excuse me for interrupting,’ Kate said, ‘but can we go now, sunshine, before the conversation gets any more personal?’


‘Ooh, ay, look, she’s blushing!’ Bob threw his head back and roared. ‘It’s not often yer see a woman blush.’


The assistant and the customer he was serving turned their eyes on Kate. They were both used to Bob’s bawdy humour, as were most people who came in the shop, and thought nothing of it. But this customer came out on Kate’s side. ‘That’s because this woman is also a lady.’


‘Oh, thank you!’ Kate did a curtsy. ‘That’s very kind of you.’


‘Yer should be used to me by now, Kate,’ Bob said, looking a little bit sheepish. ‘I didn’t mean no harm.’


‘I know yer didn’t, sunshine. If I thought yer did, I’d have clocked yer one.’ Kate picked up her basket and linked arms with her mate. ‘Come on, sunshine, we’re running late. See yer again, Bob, ta-ra.’


The two friends were still laughing as they made their way home. ‘Just fancy, all we’ve got between us is three-ha’pence,’ Kate said. ‘Talk about being poverty-stricken isn’t in it.’


‘I think we did very well.’ Monica nodded for emphasis. ‘We got everything we wanted and we’ll have a couple of coppers in our purse when Vi pays us for the ribs. Not a bad day’s work, eh, girl?’


Kate was in full agreement. ‘Excellent is the word, I think.’


‘Well now, perhaps not excellent. That would mean it had been perfect, and the morning was anything but perfect, thanks to you. In fact, yer made a right pig’s ear of it and I was stuck in the middle. So I think yer owe me, missus. And a good way of paying me back is to invite me into yours for a well-deserved cuppa.’


‘Yeah, okay, that’s fine by me. So if you’ll call into the corner shop and see Vi, I’ll go home and put the kettle on. And I’ll put the ribs in steep while I’m at it. Then I’ll have to see to me washing before it gets too late to put it out.’


‘Don’t worry about that, girl, it won’t take us long. Once I’ve had a cuppa and a biscuit to dunk, I’ll be full of the joys of spring. I’ll be fighting fit and as fresh as a daisy.’


‘Yer’ll be all those things after one gingersnap? Ay, if I give yer two, will yer do cartwheels down the street?’


The two women came to a halt, bent over with laughter. ‘Only if yer promise to get Bob the butcher to come and see me.’ Monica rocked to and fro. ‘And charge him, ’cos I’ll have me best fleecy drawers on.’


‘Ha-ha,’ Kate chortled. ‘In that case I think yer’d have to pay him to look, never mind you charging him. I don’t think fleecy drawers are his cup of tea, even if they are yer best ones.’


Monica straightened up and wiped the back of a hand across her eyes. ‘Ooh, I enjoyed that laugh. As good as a dose of Carter’s Little Liver Pills any day. But time is marching on and we’ve work to do. So I’ll nip into the corner shop while you go home and put the kettle on.’


There was a smile on Kate’s face as she walked down the street. It was still there when Monica came in fifteen minutes later. ‘I didn’t expect yer to be so long, the tea’s been made for a while now. But I’ve had the cosy over it, so it should still be hot.’


‘Vi kept me talking. But it was worth it ’cos she gave me a packet of custard creams to share between the two of us. She said she usually gives a kid a ha’penny for going on a message for her, but she thought we were a bit old for that.’ Monica pulled out a chair and sat down with a sigh of relief. ‘Ooh, isn’t it good to take the weight off yer feet?’


Kate held out her hand. ‘Pass the biscuits over and we can have a couple now with our tea. Any left we’ll divide between us.’


A minute later the friends faced each other across the table, cups of tea to hand. Kate was looking very thoughtful, as though her mind was miles away.


‘What are yer thinking about, girl? Whatever it is, let’s in on it, yer know we don’t have secrets from each other.’


‘Well, if yer must know, I was thinking about Winnie and what she said about Betty’s daughter. I mean, yer must admit it wasn’t something anyone would say if they didn’t have a reason. I wonder if she knows anything?’


‘She can’t do, if she doesn’t even know Margaret’s in the family way. Perhaps she doesn’t like Betty, and just said the first thing that came into her head,’ Monica replied. ‘I know yer don’t agree with me, but I think Winnie Cartwright likes to cause trouble.’


‘I don’t know why yer think that about her, there’s nothing wrong with the woman! She’d rather do yer a good turn than a bad one any day. And yer’ve no reason to say she’s a troublemaker ’cos I bet there’s not one instance yer can tell me where she caused trouble.’


‘She spends her life jangling!’ Monica wasn’t going to be convinced otherwise. ‘And it can only be gossip, ’cos she never goes anywhere and I don’t think she’s got many friends.’


‘That’s where ye’re wrong, sunshine, ’cos she’s got me and our Nancy. And most of the neighbours speak well of her.’


‘Your Nancy!’ Monica’s voice rose in disbelief. ‘Your Nancy’s only a child, she’s too young to be able to suss people out. And why would she like an old lady anyway?’


‘Because, unlike you, she can see the goodness in Winnie. You’ve made up yer mind yer don’t like her, for some reason known only to yerself, and yer won’t even look for her good points.’ Kate tutted. ‘Anyway, that’s up to you, I’m not going to fall out with yer over it. But I’m still curious about what she said about Betty’s daughter. In fact, I’m so intrigued I think I’ll nip down there after I’ve got our dinner over, and ask her.’


‘Huh! She’ll tell yer to mind yer own business.’ Monica wasn’t going to give way on her view of Winnie Cartwright. ‘Ten to one yer’ll get nothing out of her because she doesn’t know anything. She was just being nasty perhaps because she doesn’t like Betty.’


But Kate had other ideas which she wasn’t inclined to share with her friend right now. ‘Ye’re on, Monica, I’ll take yer up on that bet. Ten to one I’ll get something out of her. If I don’t, I’ll give yer tenpence. But if I do, yer’ll have to stand by the deal and fork out tenpence to me.’


‘I’ll agree in words, girl, but as we’re both strapped for cash there’s no point in agreeing to part with tenpence. So we’d better settle for a tuppenny slab of Cadbury’s.’


Kate pushed herself to her feet and reached for the cups and saucers. ‘If I don’t get cracking, that washing will still be in the tub when John gets home from work. And yer can’t move out there with the ruddy tub taking up all the room. So are yer going to help me put the clothes through the mangle then I can get them on the line?’


‘Ye’re a slave driver, Kate Spencer, but a promise is a promise and I’ll not go back on it or yer’ll call me all the names under the sun. So it’s all hands to the pump for the next half-hour. Then I’ll get back to me own house, ’cos I’ve got work to do as well, yer know, missus!’


Kate waited until the dinner was over and all the dishes washed. Then she said, ‘I’m just slipping down to see Winnie Cartwright, I shouldn’t be long.’


‘I’ll come with yer, Mam,’ Nancy said, her face brightening. ‘I like Mrs Cartwright, she always makes me laugh.’


‘No, not this time, sunshine, ’cos she’s not expecting me and I don’t think she’d appreciate two of us landing on her. Another time, perhaps.’


Billy didn’t care who went where ’cos in his pocket, wrapped in a piece of cloth, was the prized marble. Pete said his father wouldn’t let him play with it for real again in case someone won it off him. His dad said he’d never get another one like it and should hang on to it. So Pete, being Billy’s best mate, had told him he would lend it to him for a few days. Since he’d got home from school he’d washed it under the tap three times and polished it with a cloth so there wasn’t a mark on it. ‘I’ll be going out to play, Mam, but I’ll only be in the street if yer want me.’


‘Before yer go, love, could yer lend me sixpence until I get paid?’ John’s mouth was dry with nerves. He hated himself for having to tell his wife a lie, but he’d lost his tram fare on the horses. The bloke in work who collected the bets had said he’d been given a tip on a horse that was a dead cert to win. Like a fool, John had put a whole shilling on it and the flaming horse hadn’t come anywhere! In fact, it was probably still running. He’d never do it again, he promised himself, he was finished with the gee-gees. ‘I must have lost a tanner somewhere, or else there’s a hole in the lining of me coat pocket.’


‘I haven’t got one to spare,’ Kate told him. ‘I’ll barely manage until Saturday as it is. If I lend you any money the family will go short on food.’


‘If yer could lend me tuppence for the tram to get me there and back, that would help me out. I could borrow a few coppers off one of me workmates to keep me going until Saturday.’


‘Don’t yer start borrowing from yer workmates, they’ll think ye’re a scrounger. I’d rather borrow it off one of my mates instead.’ Kate undid her pinny and began to fold it. ‘I’ll have a look at yer coat when I come back, see if yer’ve got a hole in the pocket.’


‘I had a look, love, but couldn’t see one. I might have pulled the tanner out with me hankie or something.’ John could feel his colour rising and hung his head in shame. ‘I’ll give it yer back on Saturday, love.’


‘Yer better had, ’cos it’s a struggle every week as it is. I’m not moaning, I know yer work hard, sunshine, and yer keep very little back from yer wages, but we can’t afford for you to be losing sixpence very often.’ He looked so unhappy, Kate’s heart went out to him. ‘Cheer up, it can’t be helped, we’ll get over it.’


‘I’m thirteen in June, Mam, then I’ll only have one more year at school before I start work,’ Nancy said. ‘Yer won’t know ye’re born when I start bringing a wage in.’


‘I’m looking forward to it, sunshine. And when our Billy leaves school we’ll be rolling in dough. No more being skint, or robbing Peter to pay Paul. I might even be able to buy meself a fur coat.’ Kate laughed. ‘Can yer imagine me, or anyone else for that matter, walking down this street in a fur coat?’ She put a hand on her hip and walked across the room with a very exaggerated swagger. ‘I’d be a laughing stock.’


‘No, yer wouldn’t, Mam,’ Billy said, while thinking he’d thump anyone who laughed at his mother. ‘Yer’d look like a film star.’


‘Oh, yeah, I don’t think!’ Kate ruffled his hair as she passed. ‘Anyway, I’m off to see Winnie, I’ll not be long.’


To say that Winifred Cartwright was surprised to see her when she opened the door would be an understatement. She received so few visitors it was a treat to say, ‘Come in, queen, this is a lovely surprise.’


‘I’m not stopping yer from doing something, I hope? I can always come back if it’s not a convenient time?’


‘I’ve got all the time in the world, queen, so don’t be worrying. Sit yerself down and make yerself at home.’


Kate looked around the room which was spotless, not a thing out of place, and the hearth and all the furniture polished so you could see your face in them. ‘Yer keep yer house nice, Winnie, I must say. Mine looks a tip compared to this.’


‘Ah, yes, queen, but there’s no one to make mine untidy. I’m on me own here, and I’m inclined to be a fuss-pot, as my dear husband used to say. I’m up and down like a yo-yo, don’t give a spot of dust time to settle. Sometimes I get on me own nerves.’ Winnie suddenly covered her mouth with a hand. ‘I’ve just thought on, I haven’t got me teeth in.’


‘I’m so used to seeing yer without them, sunshine, I wouldn’t have even noticed.’ Kate was telling herself to get on with it. ‘I hope yer won’t be annoyed with me over what I’m going to ask yer, and if yer don’t want to tell me I won’t mind. Just tell me to get lost.’


‘Until I know what it is, queen, then I can’t say. But I can’t see meself ever telling you to get lost, so get it off yer chest.’


‘It was what yer said about Betty’s daughter. I wondered if yer had any reason for saying what yer did?’


‘Forget it, queen, I should have kept me big mouth shut. I felt like kicking meself all the way home for letting me tongue run away with me. I didn’t mean nothing by it, so yer’d best forget it, Kate.’


‘There is a reason for me asking this, Winnie, a really important reason. I’ll tell you about it later, perhaps, if what yer tell me has any bearing on it. In any case, I promise that whatever yer tell me won’t be repeated if yer don’t want it to be.’


The little woman let out a deep sigh. ‘I’m probably old-fashioned but I don’t like to see youngsters messing around with each other in a dark entry. That’s why I said someone should tell the girl’s mother what she’s up to. Yer see, queen, I nip down to the corner pub every night just before closing time for a pint of milk stout. I use the entry and wrap me knitted shawl around me so no one will see the jug I’m carrying. Anyway, one night, oh, it must be a few weeks ago now, I’d let meself out of the yard door when I heard voices. I could see a couple against the wall, and from the lamp at the top of the entry I could see who they were. I was so disgusted, I turned back up the yard and went out of the front door.’


‘Were the couple doing something they shouldn’t have been, sunshine?’


Winnie’s eyes went to the floor. ‘They were, queen, and it fair upset me. I asked meself what the world was coming to.’


‘I’ll tell yer what I know now, Winnie, and then I’m going to ask yer one more question.’ Kate leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees. ‘Margaret Blackmore is expecting a baby, and her family are out of their minds. The boy Margaret said is the father is denying all knowledge of it and his family won’t even listen. Betty and Jack Blackmore are worried sick with the shame of it. I feel heartily sorry for them.’


‘And yer want to know the name of the lad I saw her with in the entry? Is that it, queen?’


‘I don’t want yer to get involved with anything yer don’t want to be involved in, sunshine, so it’s up to you. Margaret says she’s only been out with one boy, on two occasions, and her family believe her ’cos she’s never lied to them before and is actually a very shy girl. But now she’s ruined her own life and her family’s. And of course the baby’s. It won’t have a father’s name on its birth certificate.’


‘They’re a good family, queen, I’ve known them twenty years. And I’m sorry about what yer’ve told me ’cos Betty Blackmore doesn’t deserve that kind of worry. Will yer tell me the name of the boy Margaret says is responsible?’


‘Greg Corbett.’


‘That’s him, queen. That’s the lad I saw her with, no doubt about it. He lives three streets away and I know his mother from seeing her at the shops. I’ve had many a chat with her and she’s not a bad person. Her name’s Maude, and the husband is Albert.’


‘But are yer sure they were up to no good when yer saw them in the entry?’ Kate asked. ‘I’d hate to point the finger of blame at the wrong lad, ’cos his life could be ruined. He says he kissed her, but that’s all.’


‘They were doing more than kissing when I saw them, queen. The girl’s clothes had been pulled up and I could see the tops of her legs. There’s nothing wrong with my eyesight. I didn’t hear her saying anything, it was the boy doing all the talking, telling her there was nothing to worry about, it would be all right. That’s all I heard, queen. I couldn’t get away quick enough, I was that disgusted.’


Kate sighed. ‘I think Betty should be told this, it would be a crime not to. But how to go about it I have no idea. I don’t want to drag you into it.’


‘Couldn’t yer say someone had seen them in the entry but yer didn’t want to give their name unless the boy denied it? Then I would come forward, queen, because he shouldn’t be allowed to get off scot-free, leaving the girl with all the worry and shame.’ Winnie shook her head. ‘I couldn’t have that on me conscience, I’d never live with meself.’


‘I’ll have to give it a lot of thought before I do anything, sunshine, in case I blunder in where I’m not wanted. It’s a delicate subject and needs to be handled with care, or it could cause holy murder.’


‘You do what yer think best, queen, and I’ll go along with yer. I know whatever yer do will be the best for all concerned.’ The little woman seemed to spring off the chair, her movement was so quick. ‘And now, seeing as ye’re a guest in my house, I’ll offer yer a nice cup of tea.’


Kate grinned up at her. ‘And I’ll accept, thank you! I take one sugar and just a spot of milk, please, if yer don’t mind.’


‘Coming up, queen, coming up.’


Kate wrapped her arms around herself as she hurried up the entry. It had been a lovely day but now there was a definite chill in the air. There was a chill in her heart, too, because of the knowledge she now had. What on earth could she do that wouldn’t cause hurt and shame to two families? Then, as she lifted the latch on the back door, she told herself firmly that it wouldn’t be a case of bringing hurt and shame to two families, more like those families sharing the hurt and shame brought about by the actions of their children.


John heard the kitchen door close and glanced at the clock. ‘I thought yer said yer wouldn’t be long!’


‘I know, but Winnie made me a cup of tea and I didn’t like rushing out. She doesn’t get many visitors, she was glad of the company.’


‘What did yer want to see her about? I didn’t think yer were that friendly with her?’


‘Good grief, John, anyone would think I’d been gone all day! And what I wanted to see Winnie about was women’s talk, yer wouldn’t be interested. For your information, while we don’t live in each other’s pockets, I’ve been friendly with Winnie for years.’ Kate studied her husband through narrowed eyes. ‘What’s got into yer, anyway? Yer sound like a bear with a ruddy sore head! Don’t tell me yer’ve missed me, ’cos yer usually sit with yer head stuck in the Echo and don’t even notice whether I’m here or not.’


‘I didn’t get an Echo tonight, I couldn’t afford one.’ John forced a smile although his heart was heavy. ‘And I’m not like a bear with a sore head. More like a man who was missing his wife and wanting her home.’


‘We’ll have less of yer flattery if yer don’t mind, I’m getting a bit too old for that. And it’s coming to something if yer can’t even afford a penny to buy a paper, isn’t it?’


‘I told yer I’d lost sixpence and it’s left me skint. I’ll be all right when I get paid on Saturday, I can straighten meself up.’


‘Don’t forget I’ll sort yer out with yer tram fare, I’ll cadge it off Monica. So don’t borrow off any of yer workmates, it’s belittling.’


‘Don’t be soft, love, all the lads borrow off each other. There’s no harm in it.’


‘I’m asking yer not to, so don’t do it, even if it’s only to pacify me.’ Kate looked at the clock. ‘It’s time our Billy was in. I’ll give him a shout before I make yer a drink.’


Kate couldn’t concentrate on anything that night because her mind was full of what she’d been told by Winnie. She couldn’t sit back and say nothing, even though that was what she’d like to do. The situation was too serious for that. She could imagine what it would be like in the Blackmore house right now: worry, tears and tension. If she could only find the right way to do it, she could relieve some of that worry and tension. It meant making another family unhappy, but so be it. It took two people to make a baby, and those two, plus their parents, would have to do what was right.


Kate tossed and turned in bed, sleep eluding her because her brain was racing. In the end she decided she couldn’t manage this on her own, she had to confide in someone. And the one person she knew who would tell her straight what she thought should be done was her best mate Monica. She was the one person to be trusted not to repeat anything she heard.


‘Yes, that’s what I’ll do,’ Kate muttered softly, the sheet over her mouth muffling her words so as not to waken her husband. Once that decision had been reached, a weight seemed to be lifted from her shoulders. Kate felt herself drifting off to sleep with John’s arm across her body as though protecting her.




Chapter Four


Kate got herself into a real flap the next morning, wanting badly to open her heart to Monica so she wasn’t carrying the burden alone. But she was being kept back by slow-coach Billy, who dawdled over everything. Nancy was no bother, she got herself washed, dressed and had her breakfast without any fuss at all. After she’d kissed her mother before leaving for school, she would knock next door for her best friend Dolly. They always gave themselves plenty of time so they wouldn’t be rushing at the last minute to get to the school gates before they closed. Their school reports always gave them good marks for punctuality.


But Billy was a different kettle of fish. He would dilly-dally over every task, getting washed, dressed, and chewing his toast as though he had all the time in the world. And because Kate was eager for him to leave that particular morning, he seemed to be doing everything in slow motion. ‘Billy, if yer don’t get a move on I’m going to get really annoyed with yer. It’s the same every morning, yer’ve got me nerves wrecked.’


‘I always get to school on time!’ He thought his mother was making a big fuss over nothing. ‘Me and Pete run like whippets all the way.’


‘That’s as maybe, but yer keep me behind with me work.’ Kate was pushing him towards the door as he was putting his coat on. ‘I’ve got a message to go on this morning and I don’t want to be late.’


This turned out to be the wrong thing to say because curiosity stopped the lad in his tracks. ‘Where are yer going?’


‘Never you mind, it would be of no interest to yer.’ Kate cupped his face and gave him a kiss. ‘Run along, and remember, I love the bones of yer.’


Billy grinned. ‘I love the bones of you, too, Mam, but I love the rest of yer as well.’


‘Away with yer.’ Kate gave him a playful clip over his ear. ‘Pete will be waiting.’


Sure enough he was, showing his impatience by passing the time kicking the front doorstep. ‘Yer’ll have no toes left in those shoes, Pete,’ Kate said, eyeing the scuff marks on the toe-cap. ‘Yer mam would have yer life if she saw yer.’


‘Nah! I’ll cover them over with black shoe polish,’ Pete said, as though he’d just solved one of life’s problems. ‘She won’t notice.’


Kate made herself wait until they’d reached the top of the street and turned to wave. Then she flew back inside the house and set to with a vengeance. The grate didn’t take long because the fire was only lit for a couple of hours yesterday to warm the place up, so there weren’t many ashes to take out to the bin set in the entry wall. The table was cleared in no time, and the dishes washed. And never had the furniture been dusted so quickly. As she moved the duster over the sideboard, Kate told it, ‘It’s only a cat’s lick and a promise today, but I’ll give yer a good going over tomorrow.’


By the time she was finished making the beds, she was puffing and blowing. So she made herself sit down until her heart stopped beating like mad. ‘I’d have been better off keeping me nose out of it,’ she told the empty room. ‘I’ve given meself worries I could do without.’ She sat for a few minutes until her breathing was back to normal, then she got to her feet. ‘I’ll see what Monica has to say. If she thinks I should stay out of it, then that’s what I’ll do.’ But even as she spoke, Kate knew she wouldn’t walk away from this particular problem because too many people were being hurt and their lives ruined.
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