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This book is dedicated to my family and friends, including my extended family – the readers of my books. Through their letters, which are warm and friendly, I feel I am blessed with a huge family of like-minded people who share my sentiments of kindness, love and a sense of humour. Long may our friendship last.




Hello readers


This Molly and Nellie story is bound to make you chuckle the whole way through. Its warmth and love shared will give you a feeling of contentment and well-being, honest! On behalf of myself and the Bennett and McDonough families and friends, I send you all my best wishes.


Take care.


Love


Joan




Chapter One


Molly Bennett stood on the top step and kissed her husband and daughter before they set off for work. They both started work at eight o’clock, but would part company when they reached the main road, for their jobs took them in different directions. The youngest of her four children, Ruthie, had only started work three months ago when she left school at fourteen, but to hear her talk you’d think she’d been working for years and knew the job inside out. She was much older in the head than Molly’s other two daughters and son had been at that age, far more confident and sure of herself. There were times when Molly thought she was over-confident, but her husband Jack said children these days were all the same, and that it was because during the war their parents hadn’t been strict with them.


A door on the opposite side of the street opened and a young girl stepped down on to the pavement, then turned to give her mother a kiss before hurrying across the cobbles to join Ruthie who had stopped to wait for her. They were best mates, Ruthie and Bella, friends from the time they could toddle, and it had been lucky that both had been taken on at Johnson’s Dye Works. They were as different in nature as chalk and cheese, though, for Bella was an only child whose mother wouldn’t let the wind blow on her, and hated to let her out of her sight. So while Ruthie was outgoing, Bella was very shy, blushing when anyone spoke to her. But she was a nice kid, and a good mate.


‘Ta-ra, Mam!’ Ruthie blew her mother a kiss, then linked her mate’s arm and hurried to catch up with her father so she could give him a hug. And from the movement of her head, Molly could tell she was talking fifteen to the dozen. ‘It’s a wonder Bella doesn’t suffer from a permanent earache,’ Molly said aloud as she closed the front door. ‘The poor kid can never get a word in edgeways.’


Standing in the doorway of the living room, Molly let her eyes go from the breakfast dishes still on the table to the grate that needed cleaning out, and the dust that had settled on the sideboard. Letting out a sigh, and holding her chin in her hand, she asked herself, ‘Well, now, what shall it be? Shall I clear the table first and wash the dishes, or shall I take the ashes out and clean the grate down?’ She didn’t answer herself right away, as she considered her options. Then her face lit up in a smile and she chuckled. ‘Or shall I do what my mate would do, and say sod them, I’ll make meself a fresh pot of tea and relax for half an hour? I deserve a break, ’cos me body hasn’t got over all the running round I did last week. And then there was the wedding on Saturday – that took it out of me.’ She nodded, having made up her mind to pamper herself, but as she passed the table she found she couldn’t break the habit of a lifetime. She’d clear up first, then relax with a cup of tea. Still talking to herself, she collected the dirty plates. ‘It’ll only take me half an hour to do the ruddy lot. I can have it done while I’m thinking about it. And the tea will taste better if I don’t have to drink it while looking at the blinking ashes.’


When Molly finally settled herself on a chair by the table, a hot cup of tea in front of her and an arrowroot biscuit between her fingers, she smiled in contentment. That was better. The grate was clean and the paper and wood laid ready to light a fire when she came back from the shops. Everywhere had been dusted, and there were no fingermarks to be seen on the sideboard or the small table in front of the back window. At least, she couldn’t see any from where she was sitting, and there were no visitors coming who would get down on their knees with a magnifying glass.


When the cup was empty, Molly put it back on the saucer and carried both out to the kitchen. It was only half past nine, so she had plenty of time to get herself washed and dressed before her mate called for her to go to the shops. Molly was not looking forward to going to the shops today, for she knew Nellie would talk non-stop about her daughter’s wedding on Saturday. Not that you could blame her, because it was a wonderful wedding, and it had gone off without a hitch. The bride looked beautiful, the groom handsome, and the bridesmaids very pretty. And the reception was everything you could ask for. Hanley’s, the confectioners, certainly knew how to lay on a good meal, well presented and plenty of it. And the party in the evening had been filled with fun and laughter until Tom Hanley had turfed them out at midnight.


It had been a smashing do, and Molly still hadn’t got over it. She’d laughed so much she got a pain in her side. And she’d never forget the sight of George McDonough picking up his wife and putting her over his shoulder. He was a big man, was George, but to pick up eighteen-stone Nellie was no mean feat. The laughter from the guests was so loud it was a wonder the roof didn’t cave in. It was some wedding party all right – fun and games all the way.


Molly sat up straight when there was a loud knock on the door. And it wasn’t just one knock. Whoever it was intended to be heard, because they kept rapping hard on the knocker. ‘Who the heck can this be?’ Molly asked herself as she pushed her chair under the table. ‘It’s not the day for the rent collector, and he doesn’t come this early anyway.’ With a quick glance in the mirror to make sure she was presentable, she made her way to the door, calling, ‘Whoever yer are, will yer stop making such a racket? Yer’ll have the neighbours thinking ye’re the bailiff, come to throw me and me few possessions out into the street.’


Molly opened the door intending to give whoever was standing there a piece of her mind, but the sight that met her eyes caused her jaw to drop. Looking up at her from the pavement, her face one big smile, was her mate Nellie McDonough. But not the Nellie who called for her every morning to go to the shops. ‘In the name of God, Nellie, what are yer playing at? Have yer lost the run of yer senses?’


Nellie’s smile never wavered. Dressed up to the nines in her wedding outfit with her purple dress, wide-brimmed lilac hat, beige gloves and shoes, and her bosom standing to attention, she looked as pleased as punch, and felt like Lady Muck. ‘Well, girl, aren’t yer going to ask me in for a cup of tea and a custard cream?’ She didn’t wait for a reply, but pushed Molly aside and swayed her way into the living room. ‘I hope yer’ve dusted the chairs, girl, ’cos I don’t want to dirty me frock.’


When Molly found her voice, she asked, ‘What the hell are yer playing at, Nellie? What are yer dressed up like a dog’s dinner for? I thought we were going to the shops?’


‘Oh, we are, girl!’ Nellie nodded her head, causing her chins to move upward and her wide-brimmed wedding hat to fall down over her eyes. Slowly, she took off one of her gloves, a finger at a time the way she’d seen Joan Crawford do it in one of her films. Then she pushed her hat back so she could see her friend, and explained, ‘It’s like this, girl. Seeing as we’re going to the butcher’s and the greengrocer’s, I thought it would be nice to let Tony and Billy see me bride’s mother’s outfit. I mean, they didn’t see the wedding, did they, girl, so I thought I’d give them a treat. Cheer them up for the day, like.’


‘Over my dead body, Nellie McDonough! If yer think I’m walking to the shops with yer looking like that, well, yer’ve got another think coming.’


Nellie glared at her friend before turning her back and picking up the carver chair from its place beside the sideboard and putting it by the table. She then sat down, and took off her other glove, in slow motion, one finger at a time. Then, after laying them down on the table, very neatly and precisely, she glanced up at Molly, who had a look of disbelief on her face. ‘If I’m not supposed to wear me wedding outfit, well, what am I supposed to do with the bleeding thing? Put it in the wardrobe and leave it there for the moths to get at? This hat cost me two guinea, so I intend getting some wear out of it.’ Her eyes narrowed and her top lip curled. ‘I know what it is, Molly Bennett, ye’re jealous, that’s what it is. I’m surprised at yer, acting like a flaming child.’


‘I am not jealous, Nellie McDonough, and I am not childish.’ Even as she was speaking, a voice in Molly’s head was telling her that she wanted her bumps feeling, and it was childish to argue. ‘Anyway, I don’t intend to get meself all worked up about it, so I’ll keep me cool and just tell yer I’m not going shopping with yer in that get-up. You go to the shops now and I’ll go when I’ve put some washing on the line.’


‘Yer mean I’m not even getting a cup of tea?’ Nellie’s voice rose. ‘Well, you miserable bugger! I’ve a good mind to take yer at yer word and go to the shops on me own. That would teach yer to be sarky with me.’


‘Yer know where the door is, Nellie, yer don’t need me to show yer out. But as we’re supposed to be mates, I’ll go halfway with yer. Yer can have yer usual cup of tea, but I am definitely not walking down the street with yer looking like that.’


‘I think ye’re two-faced, Molly Bennett. Yer were full of praise for me dress and hat before the wedding. Now yer won’t even walk down the street with me wearing it.’


Molly pulled a chair out and sat down. This was going to be a long session and there was no point in making her feet suffer. ‘Nellie, sunshine, I love yer outfit, and I think yer look like a million dollars in it. But there’s a time and place for everything, and this isn’t the time to be walking down the street in a wedding outfit. Yer’d be the talk of the neighbourhood, a laughing stock, and that is something I don’t want to see.’


Nellie spread out her chubby hands. ‘Then when am I going to be able to wear it, girl? It’s a sin to stick it in the wardrobe and never wear it again. It’s not often we get clothes as posh as these, so why can’t we enjoy them? Aren’t yer going to wear yours?’


Molly nodded. ‘Yes, sunshine, I’ll be wearing mine, but at the right time.’ She patted her mate’s hand. ‘Tell me, will your Lily be wearing her wedding dress often?’


Nellie lowered her head to think of a good answer to that, but one didn’t spring to mind. ‘Not to go to the shops in, girl. That would be daft.’


‘Apart from going to the shops, when will she wear it again?’


Nellie was stuck. No matter how many faces she pulled, she couldn’t think of an answer. Then suddenly her face lit up. ‘I know, girl, she could wear it at the christening!’


‘What christening?’


‘When the baby gets christened!’


‘Which baby is that, sunshine?’


‘The baby what our Lily and Archie are going to have. Why don’t yer use yer brains, girl?’


‘Nellie, they’ve only been married forty-eight hours, and already yer’ve got them having a baby! And just so yer can wear yer ruddy hat! If Lily and Archie have got any sense they’ll put off having a baby for a while. Let them enjoy each other a bit before starting a family. Once they have a baby they won’t be able to get out to dances and the flicks like they do now. They’ll be tied down. So don’t be putting a spell on them just so yer can titivate yerself up and show off.’


‘All that bleeding money spent on the wedding and we can’t wear the clothes afterwards. What a waste when there’s people in the world starving.’


Molly was dying to laugh. Never once had her mate ever mentioned the people in the world who were starving. In fact, Molly was surprised she even knew about them, ’cos although she loved the bones of Nellie, she had to admit she wouldn’t go out of her way to help anyone. If she saw someone lying in the gutter she wouldn’t offer to help them up, she’d say it was their own ruddy fault for being drunk. Then a little voice in Molly’s head pulled her up, and reminded her that Nellie had been getting more generous and caring over the last few years. Why, it was only a few days before Christmas that she had let herself be talked into putting a penny in a Salvation Army collecting tin. The memory of that brought a smile to Molly’s face as in her mind she saw a picture of Nellie holding the penny up to the collector’s face so she could see it was a penny Nellie was putting in the box, and not a button like some folk she knew.


‘What are yer smiling at, girl, ’cos I can’t see anything to smile about. If I thought yer were laughing at me, I’d clock yer one.’


‘I’m not laughing at you, sunshine, it was just something flashed through me mind. It was a long time ago, and I can’t remember where or when. Anyway, how about you going to the shops? Otherwise they’ll be closing for dinner.’


‘What! Where’s me cup of tea? Now that’s breaking a promise, that is. Yer said I could have a cup of tea and a biscuit, and I ain’t moving from here until I get it.’ Nellie’s sharp nod told Molly she meant what she said, and it told her chins to please themselves whether they did a quickstep or a slow foxtrot. ‘So put that in yer pipe and smoke it, Molly clever clogs Bennett.’


Molly’s head told her she was as daft as her friend, but it didn’t stop her from saying, ‘I never said yer could have a biscuit, sunshine, so don’t be making me out to be a liar.’


Nellie was fast losing her patience. ‘Bloody hell, girl, how long are yer going to keep this up? I don’t know why ye’re getting yer knickers in a twist, but if it improves yer temper, I’ll leave me ruddy hat here while we go to the shops. Honest to God, girl, when I was wondering what to give yer as a Christmas present, I couldn’t think what to get yer. It never entered me head to buy yer a dummy.’


‘Yer didn’t buy me a Christmas present!’


‘I know I never, girl.’ Nellie hands were spread out and her face looked the picture of innocence. ‘As I said, I didn’t know what to buy yer.’


‘Okay, sunshine, I’ll let yer off this time. But next Christmas, perhaps it would be a good idea to ask me what I’d like, save making excuses.’


Nellie’s face was all sweetness and light. ‘I’ll remember to do that, girl. But can I have me cup of tea now, ’cos me throat is parched.’ As Molly got to her feet, Nellie added, ‘And if yer could see yer way clear to include a biscuit, it would be much appreciated.’


Molly tutted. ‘I should have sent yer packing when I opened the front door, then I wouldn’t have had to go all through this. I’m me own worst enemy.’ She was putting a match to the gas ring when Nellie came into the kitchen with her lips pursed and her hands on her hips. ‘What’s up with your face, sunshine? Yer look as though ye’re ready to kill someone.’


‘I’ll tell yer what’s the matter with me, Molly Bennett, you little sneak. You never bought me no present at Christmas, that’s what.’


The match had burned down to Molly’s finger. She flung the spent match into the sink and turned the tap on to run cold water over the sore spot. Someone had once told her this would stop the skin from blistering. Pulling a face, she turned the tap off and rested the finger in the palm of her other hand. ‘If you say I’m a sneak, Nellie, then I’m a sneak. And don’t stand there doing nothing, put the tea in the pot and set the cups out.’


Nellie stepped back a couple of paces, horror on her face. ‘Make the tea in me wedding dress! Not on yer life, Molly Bennett. If yer want a cup of tea yer’ll have to make it yerself.’


Molly had an answer ready for that. ‘I’m not fussy on a cup of tea, so put the gas out for us, if yer will. It’s no good wasting money.’ She held her sore finger to her chest and went back to the living room to sit down.


Nellie was in a quandary. She’d got herself into a mess and wasn’t sure how to get out of it. All over her ruddy hat! Then she told herself it was her own fault because she’d talked herself into it, and the best solution was talk herself out of it. She followed her mate back to the living room. ‘Ah, have yer burnt yer finger, girl?’ She put her arm across Molly’s shoulder. ‘Yer poor thing. You just sit there and I’ll make a nice pot of tea. That’ll make yer feel better, girl.’ She put her two hands on the brim of her hat and carefully set it down on the glass bowl on the sideboard. ‘I know that’ll be clean, girl, ’cos I can see yer’ve done yer dusting.’ With that she swayed her way to the kitchen again. Then she cocked an ear, heard a chuckle, spun round and walked back. ‘Did I hear you laughing at me, Molly Bennett?’


Still holding her finger, even though it wasn’t as sore now, Molly looked the picture of innocence. ‘Me finger is giving me gyp, sunshine, so what the hell have I got to laugh about? It just goes to show what a bad mind yer’ve got.’


Nellie was far from convinced, but nevertheless she went back to the kitchen and put a light to the ring under the kettle. But she kept her ear cocked all the time. Then she leaned against the sink and wondered how to get back in her mate’s good books. And when the kettle boiled, her chubby face was creased in a smile as she silently complimented herself on coming up with a smashing idea.


In the living room, Molly was wondering what weird and wonderful scheme Nellie would come up with to get herself off the hook. And Molly had to admit to feeling a bit sorry for her mate, because she knew she only wanted to show off. But whatever, there was no way she was going to the shops with Nellie dressed up in her wedding regalia, stopping everyone they met, even people they’d never set eyes on before. They’d all be as sweet as honey to Nellie’s face, for her reputation was well known, but they’d be laughing at her behind her back and Molly wasn’t going to let that happen.


‘Here yer are, girl, a nice cup of tea, just as yer like it.’ Nellie set the saucer down in front of her mate, and with as much sympathy as she could muster, asked, ‘How’s yer finger now, girl? Is it any better?’


Molly asked God to forgive her before she answered, ‘No, sunshine, it’s still sore and throbbing like mad. I don’t think it’s going to come up in a blister, though, so I suppose I should be thankful for small mercies. I’ll put a bandage on it when I’ve had me drink, and by the time I’m ready to go to the shops it should have calmed down a lot.’


Nellie put on her Florence Nightingale guise. ‘No, I was thinking while I was in the kitchen, yer shouldn’t go out if ye’re feeling under the weather. You stay in and rest, and I’ll get yer shopping in for yer.’


Molly lowered her head so she could bite on the inside of her lip. So that was what Nellie had come up with, eh? She was slipping, for it wasn’t a patch on her usual excuses. ‘No, thank yer all the same, sunshine, but I’d rather get me own shopping in. I haven’t made up me mind yet what to get for our dinner, so I’ll wait and see what meat Tony’s got to entice me. But don’t let me stop you, sunshine. You poppy off and get to the shops.’


Nellie narrowed her eyes. ‘Yer know, girl, we could go on like this all day. I said before that yer were childish, but I’m as bad as you. So shall we both grow up and behave like responsible adults? I’ll take me hat and go home, then I’ll come back in me old clothes and we’ll go shopping together like we always do. I mean, if I went in the butcher’s or the greengrocer’s on me own, they’d start a collection for a wreath for yer, thinking yer were dead.’


‘Nellie McDonough, how d’yer think these things up? Why couldn’t yer just tell Tony or Billy that I was busy, and that’s why yer were getting me shopping in? Wouldn’t that be less morbid than having me dead and neighbours collecting money for a wreath?’


The little woman puckered her lips and her eyes slid from side to side. ‘Here we go again, girl, you with yer words what I sometimes think yer make up just to fool me. I can’t wear me big hat, but it’s all right for you to use big words that nobody but yerself understands.’


Molly looked puzzled. ‘I didn’t use any big words, sunshine, at least I can’t remember using any. What was it I said?’


‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t have to ask yer, would I, soft girl? Whatever it was, it was as bad as having yer dead and buried.’


‘Oh, I think I know the word yer mean, sunshine, but it isn’t a long one. There’s only six letters in it. Was the word morbid, by any chance?’


Nellie’s face lit up. ‘That’s the one, girl, that’s the one. It might not be a long word, but it’s double Dutch to me. But ’cos I don’t know what it means doesn’t mean I’m thick, girl, it only means that you’re a show-off.’ She sniffed. ‘Still, seeing as yer’ve used it, yer may as well tell me what it means, for future reference, like.’


Molly grinned to herself. This should be interesting. I bet me mate will be sorry she asked. ‘It means someone who takes an interest in things that are unpleasant, such as disease or death. In other words, miserable buggers who don’t know what it’s like to enjoy themselves, or how to laugh.’


‘Yer can’t say I’m like that, girl, ’cos I’m not miserable, and I laugh more than I ruddy well cry. And being me best mate, yer should know that.’


‘Of course ye’re not, sunshine, or I wouldn’t be yer best mate. And because you are me mate, I’ll go to the shops with yer if yer go home and get changed.’


‘Ah, ay, girl! I don’t feel like getting changed, it’s too much trouble! How about if I slip home and put me old coat on, and I leave me hat there? I can’t say fairer than that, girl.’


Molly nodded. ‘Okay, sunshine, and I’ll be ready for when yer get back.’


Nellie hitched her bosom and narrowed her eyes. ‘I see yer can use yer finger now. That’s a miracle, that is, ’cos a minute ago yer were in agony.’


‘Yes, I was, sunshine, and that’s why I held me finger under the cold water. It does the trick if yer happen to burn yerself, sunshine, so there’s a little tip for yer.’


Nellie picked her hat up and made for the front door, saying under her breath, ‘Yes, Florence Nightingale, I’ll do as yer say. You’re the boss, Florrie, I’m only the ruddy lackey.’


Molly hurried after her. ‘What did yer say, Nellie?’


‘I said, girl, don’t forget yer key.’ With that the little woman stepped on to the pavement laughing her head off, feeling that everything hadn’t gone her way so far this morning, but at least she’d got the last word in.


Molly closed the door and walked back into the living room shaking her head. ‘She’s a caution, is Nellie; yer don’t get many like her in a pound. Which is just as well, I suppose. It’s a wonder me ears aren’t burning, ’cos I’d have a bet that right now she’s standing in front of the mirror, with her hat on, telling herself what a miserable so-and-so I am. But I wouldn’t have her any different. Just imagine what life would be like without her. I would know exactly what was going to happen each day, doing the housework, going to the shops, getting the dolly tub out every Monday and putting the washing in steep. All very predictable and dull. Whereas, with Nellie, yer never know what’s going to happen from one minute to the next.’ Molly smiled at her reflection in the mirror. ‘I’d better be ready when she knocks, for it’s going to take us longer to do the shopping today with my mate stopping to tell everyone about the wedding. She won’t care whether they’re friends or not, or if they don’t want to hear it – they’ll have little to say in the matter once Nellie gets her claws in them. Even Elsie Flanaghan would be received with open arms … that’s if Nellie could catch her.’


Molly saw a shadow pass the window and hurried to take her coat off the hook in the hall. ‘I’m ready, sunshine, so there’s no need to bash the door in.’


Nellie was waiting with hands on hips for the door to open. ‘What d’yer mean, don’t bash the door in? Anyone listening to you would get the wrong impression of me. They’d think I was a loud-mouthed bully, instead of a respectable wife, mother and grandmother.’


‘No, they wouldn’t think that of yer, sunshine.’ Molly closed the door behind her. ‘Anyone with half an eye can see that ye’re as cuddly and gentle as a little lamb.’


Nellie squinted up at her mate to make sure she wasn’t being sarcastic before she smiled to show how pleased she was at the compliment. ‘Ah, that’s nice of yer, girl.’ She linked arms. ‘Where are we going to first, girl, butcher’s or greengrocer’s?’


‘Greengrocer’s last, sunshine. There’s no point in lugging potatoes around with us. We’ll see what meat we want first. I wouldn’t mind a sheet of ribs, to have with cabbage and some mash.’


‘Sounds good to me, girl, sounds good to me.’


They’d only gone a few yards when the door of a neighbour’s house opened, and Nellie dropped Molly’s arm as though it was a hot poker. Mabel Bristow was stepping down on to the pavement when she was confronted by Nellie. She put a hand to her chest and shook her head. ‘In the name of God, Nellie, yer frightened the life out of me!’


But Nellie wasn’t the least bit put out. ‘Did yer see our Lily’s wedding on Saturday, Mabel? There were so many people there I didn’t get to see everyone. Oh, it went off a treat. Everyone said what a beautiful wedding it was.’


Mabel groaned inwardly. She liked Nellie, nearly everyone did, but once she got talking to you it was hard to get away. ‘Yes, I was there, Nellie, and it was beautiful. Lily looked lovely, and so did the bridesmaids. The groom seemed a nice friendly lad, and I wish them the best of luck and hope everything goes all right for them.’ Mabel made to walk away, but she should have known from past experience that it wouldn’t be so easy.


Nellie put a restraining hand on her neighbour’s arm in case she made a dash for it. ‘Did yer like my outfit, Mabel?’


Mabel nodded. ‘Yeah, I thought yer looked great, Nellie. Very ah, la, posh.’


To the poor woman’s dismay, and Molly’s, Nellie put her basket on the ground and began to undo the buttons on her coat. ‘Yer wouldn’t see me dress close up, like, Mabel, so I’ll let yer see it now. Feel that material, girl. Don’t yer think it’s real classy?’


Mabel dutifully obliged. ‘Oh, yeah, queen, it’s real good quality.’ She looked over to Molly, and her expression screamed out for help. ‘But I’ll have to go now, Nellie, ’cos I’m going to see me mam and dad.’


Molly obliged. ‘You go on yer way, Mabel, ’cos me and Nellie are tied for time. When we’ve done our shopping I want to call at me daughters’ and see if they need anything. So we’ll love yer and leave yer, sunshine, and give our love to yer mam and dad.’


Mabel took off as though she was being chased by the devil himself, while Nellie watched her retreating back with surprise. ‘Well, that wasn’t very nice, was it? Another few minutes wouldn’t have hurt her. I think that was bleeding rude, and I’ll tell her next time I see her.’


Molly grabbed her arm and marched her forward. ‘Yer’ll do no such thing, Nellie McDonough. People have their own lives to live; they don’t revolve around you. Mabel was going to see her parents, and we’ve got to see to our families. So no more moaning, and no more stopping to gab to everyone we see. If yer do, I’ll leave yer to get on with it, because I’m going to see Doreen and Jill, whether you’re with me or not. Understand?’


Nellie gritted her teeth. Fifteen minutes ago her mate had been Florence Nightingale, now she was talking like ruddy Hitler! But best to keep quiet: least said soonest mended. But Nellie couldn’t help the way she was made, and when they were nearly at the corner of their street they came face to face with another neighbour coming back from the shops. Nellie had her mouth open ready to ask if Mrs Bamber had seen the wedding, and Molly had her hand ready to move her on. But they both got their eye wiped, for Ann Bamber beat them to it. ‘I won’t stay, ’cos I’m weighed down with shopping and me arms are dropping off, but I’d just like to say, Nellie, that the wedding went off a treat. I thought Lily looked lovely, and her new husband seems nice and friendly. You and your feller did them proud.’ With a beaming smile, Ann went on her way, calling, ‘Ta-ra. I’ll be seeing yer.’


Molly squeezed her mate’s arm. ‘There yer are, sunshine, they all thought the wedding went off very well. And so they should because you and George did Lily and Archie proud.’ Before Nellie had time to differ, Molly had cupped her elbow and steered her across the main road and along to the butcher’s shop.


Tony happened to glance through the window of his shop and saw Molly and Nellie approaching. There were no customers in the shop, and he called through to Ellen in the stockroom. ‘Yer mates are on their way, Ellen, d’yer think Nellie would take offence if I pulled her leg about the party? What yer told me was true, wasn’t it? Her husband did pick her up, throw her over his shoulder, and Nellie did show everything she’d got, and something she hadn’t got. Is that right? Yer weren’t making it up?’


‘I wouldn’t make a joke about a woman’s knickers, Tony, of course it was true. But whether Nellie will appreciate yer pulling her leg, well, yer’ll have to see for yerself.’


Tony rubbed his hands in glee when the friends came into the shop. ‘Here’s yer neighbour, Ellen, Mrs No Knickers.’


Nellie glared at him first, with her eyes narrowed. But then laughter got the better of her and her whole body shook. And when Ellen, friend and neighbour, came through from the stock room, Nellie said, ‘I suppose I’ll never hear the end of it. And I bet when your feller goes to the pub tonight he’ll tell all his mates. I’ll get a name like a mad dog.’


Molly tapped her on the shoulder, ‘If I were you, sunshine, I’d go careful with Ellen. She’s got a chopper in her hand and blood all over her apron. So watch yerself, ’cos I’d hate to see yer in the mincemeat tray in the window.’


Ellen swung the chopper, Tony guffawed, Molly chuckled and Nellie was laughing so much she had to lean over the counter. When she got her breath back, she croaked, ‘I hope yer put me with the best mince, Tony, not with that cheap stuff yer sometimes palm me and Molly off with.’


‘I do not palm yer off with cheap mince, Nellie, not you and Molly, me two favourite customers.’ He flicked his straw hat back off his forehead. ‘Mind you, I can’t be your favourite butcher, otherwise I’d get asked to these weddings of yours. I’ve missed three good dos in the space of a year.’ He thought of the things Ellen had been telling him that morning in between customers. ‘From what Ellen’s told me, it was some party.’


‘Fancy yer telling him about me knickers, Ellen. I’m surprised at yer, ’cos yer always seem so bleeding goody-goody. But I don’t mind yer having a laugh. I’ve been laughing about it meself ever since. But I wouldn’t like Corker to tell his mates in the pub tonight. I’d never be able to look them in the face again.’


‘No, Corker won’t tell them tonight, Nellie, I can promise yer that. Yer see, he told them last night, and I believe the pub was up. They were laughing so much, Tommy Baker couldn’t see the dart board through his tears, and he lost the match.’


Molly and Nellie clung to each other laughing. ‘Oh, dear,’ Molly said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘We might not have much money, but we do see life. I enjoyed that laugh, it’s cheered me up. But down to business, Tony, and I won’t bother looking in the window, I’ll have three-quarters of that mince we were talking about. And I might be back for more after I’ve seen what Jill and Doreen want.’


‘I’ll have the same as me mate, Tony, and I’ll be back with her later, after we’ve been to see our grandchildren.’ Nellie’s bust stood to attention as she asked, ‘Did Ellen tell yer that Jill and Steve are calling their baby Molly Helen McDonough? I hope she’ll be a chip off the old block.’


Molly looked at Tony and groaned, ‘Oh, no, not two Nellie Macs. I couldn’t stand it.’




Chapter Two


‘I’m going to throw this shopping in the hall, sunshine, then slip over to Doreen’s to see if she’s walking to the shops herself to give Bobby some fresh air, or if she wants me to get anything for her.’ Bobby was Molly’s eight-month-old grandson, and she was eager to see him for her daily hug and kiss. She turned the key in the lock and placed her basket inside before closing the door again. ‘Go and put yours in the house, Nellie, or we won’t make the shops before they close for dinner.’


Nellie rolled her eyes. ‘It’s only about half eleven, girl. We’ve got plenty of time.’


‘I want to go up to see our Jill after I’ve knocked at Doreen’s. So we haven’t got all the time in the world.’ When her mate made no move, Molly jerked her head. ‘Put yer shopping in, sunshine, or I’ll be going on without yer. I thought yer’d be eager to see the grandchildren.’ A sly look came to Molly’s eyes when she thought of a way to make Nellie put a move on. ‘If ye’re tired, sunshine, then why don’t yer take yer shopping in and put yer feet up for a while? If either of the girls want anything, I can get it for them.’


‘Oh, ye’re not soft, are yer, girl? I know what ye’re after, yer can’t fool me. Yer think if our Steve’s baby sees more of you, then he’ll wonder who I am. Well, ye’re not getting away with it, yer crafty so-and-so, ’cos I can see right through yer.’


‘Hang about, Nellie! What d’yer mean, your Steve’s baby? Much as I love Steve like me own son, it was our Jill what gave birth.’


Nellie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are yer saying my son had nothing to do with it? Your Jill, who I love the bones of, would have had a hard job to get in the family way without the help of my son, so there! Or are yer going to tell me it was a miracle?’


‘Are yer going to put that shopping in yer hall, sunshine, or not? I’m not standing here any longer arguing the fat with yer. I’m crossing over to see Doreen, the baby and Victoria, but you can please yerself.’ Molly had just put one foot down in the gutter when Nellie dragged her back on to the pavement.


‘Wait for me, girl, ’cos I don’t want yer saying anything behind me back. I don’t trust yer to tell me what’s said when I’m not there, ’cos I know yer leave bits out.’


A door on the opposite side of the street opened, and Molly’s daughter Doreen stood on the step. ‘Are you two coming over, or not?’


Molly waved. ‘I’m coming, sunshine, but me mate hasn’t made her mind up yet. I’ve got a feeling she’ll still be standing here holding that basket when it gets dark. Which is sad, really, ’cos George and Paul won’t get anything to eat. And after working all day, yer husband and son deserve to come home to a nice meal.’


‘All right, girl, keep yer ruddy hair on.’ Nellie leaned forward and stared hard into Molly’s face. ‘You stay right where yer are, girl, until I come back. I don’t trust yer as far as I could throw yer.’ With a sharp nod of her head, and chins, Nellie waddled to her front door, which was the fourth from Molly’s. And after opening the door, she swung the basket back, then flung it with no concern for the contents, into the hall.


Tutting and shaking her head, Molly waited until Nellie was standing beside her again before saying, ‘Nellie, I’m glad we didn’t buy any eggs today, otherwise every one would have been broken.’


Nellie grinned. ‘I could have done scrambled egg with them. My George is quite partial to scrambled egg on toast.’


‘Would your George still be partial if he knew yer’d scraped it off the floor?’


‘How would he know that, girl? I wouldn’t have said nothing, and yer know the saying about what the eye don’t see the heart won’t know no difference.’


Doreen had been joined on the step by Victoria, and they both had smiles on their faces. Victoria Clegg was ninety years of age. A spinster, she’d lived a lonely life since her beloved parents had died forty years ago. But since the day she’d offered to share her home with newly-weds Doreen and Phil, her life had been transformed. She was part of a big family now, very much loved, and every day she counted her blessings. ‘I don’t know why me mam bothers, Aunt Vicky, ’cos half the time Auntie Nellie is winding her up on purpose.’


‘Oh, Molly knows that right enough, Doreen, but wouldn’t life be dull if they didn’t have this little set-to every day? Just listen, now.’


‘I’ve never heard that saying, sunshine. I think yer’ve just made it up yerself. The one I know, the right one, is what the eye doesn’t see, the heart doesn’t grieve for.’


‘Oh, that’s a new one on me, girl. I’ve never heard it said like that before.’ Nellie linked her mate’s arm and they began to cross the cobbles. ‘Anyway, if it makes yer feel better, you being so good-living, I’ll tell George I dropped the eggs but I dusted them off before putting them in the frying pan. He won’t mind. He’s easy-going, is my feller.’


‘But yer don’t need to tell him any lies, now, do yer, sunshine, ’cos yer never bought any eggs to ruddy well break!’


They had reached the opposite pavement by this time, and Nellie winked at Victoria, causing her chubby cheek to move upwards. ‘Good morning, Victoria, and you, Doreen. Mind you, if my mate had carried on acting daft much longer, I’d have been saying goodnight.’


‘Don’t be putting all the blame on my mam, Auntie Nellie,’ Doreen said, holding the door open for them to pass. ‘Ye’re both as bad as one another.’


‘We know that, girl, but it’s better than going round with a long face and being miserable. And it helps to make the day go quicker.’ Nellie brushed Doreen aside so she could get to the couch where Molly was bending over the baby, Bobby, whose arms and legs were punching the air with excitement. He could recognise his grandma’s voice now, and knew he would be getting picked up and cuddled. ‘Move along, girl, and let’s get a look-in.’ With a thrust of her hip, Nellie pushed Molly away so’s she could bend down and chuck the baby under the chin. ‘Ooh, he knows his Grandma Nellie, don’t yer, sweetheart? Just look at the way his legs are going. He wants me to pick him up.’


‘Oh no yer don’t, sunshine, it’s my turn first.’ Molly looked down into the baby’s laughing face and her heart went out to him. He was the image of Phil, his dad, and a better father he couldn’t wish for. ‘Oh, who’s a lovely boy for his grandma? I’ll swear yer’ve put weight on since yesterday, and grown another inch.’ She lifted him from the couch and held him up in the air as he kicked and punched, gurgling with pleasure. She loved her mate, Nellie, and more often than not she gave in to her. But not where her grandson was concerned. When Bobby had first been born, Nellie was so jealous that her mate was a grandma, they had all agreed she could be an adopted grandma. And in her eyes, so she told all the neighbours and every customer in every shop they went in, she was Bobby’s grandma. It was woe betide anyone who dared question how this could be. And even now, when she was a grandmother in her own right, she still insisted on sharing.


Nellie moved impatiently from one foot to the other. ‘Ay, girl, give someone else a chance, or the day will be over before I get a look-in.’


Molly gave the baby a big hug and kiss before she passed him over. ‘Here yer are, sunshine, before yer start crying. Ye’re just like a big soft baby yerself.’


‘D’yer think so, girl? Then how about putting me in the pram and going for a walk? Or yer could give me a piggyback. I wouldn’t mind as long as me corns weren’t feeling the pinch.’ Nellie was tickling the baby’s tummy and the more he laughed, the more her own tummy and bosom rose up and down. ‘Ay, listen, girl, I’ll tell yer something for nothing. If Bobby is your grandson, as yer are always telling me, then how come he’s got my sense of humour? I’m beginning to think there’s more to this baby than meets the eye.’ She nodded her head slowly. ‘Yeah, I smell dirty works at the crossroads. And never mind laughing, Molly Bennett, ’cos yer might be laughing the other side of yer face before the day is out. We all know that Jill and Doreen are as alike as two peas in a pod, so what’s to say that my Steve didn’t mistake Doreen for Jill one night and indulge in a little hanky-panky? No, it’s not farfetched, Molly, ’cos that would account for the baby having a sense of humour. Our Steve takes after me, and this baby takes after him.’


Victoria chuckled behind her hand. ‘Well, Nellie, I’ve heard yer come out with some amazing stories, but I think that one takes the cake. How do yer think these things up?’


‘Easy, Victoria, just think about it. It’s not as daft as it sounds, ’cos even I’ve often mistaken Jill for Doreen. It’s easy done, especially in the dark.’


‘Ah, well, sunshine, nothing you come up with surprises me. But as Steve has black hair, and Phil is blond, don’t yer think Doreen would have twigged something?’


‘Listen, girl, when passion is at its height, who the hell is going to worry about the colour of someone’s hair?’ Nellie’s tummy began to shake, bringing gurgles from the baby who thought he was bouncing on a cloud. ‘On second thoughts, girl, I can well imagine you in bed, with a feller on top of yer, and yer suddenly pour water on his ardour by saying, “Ooh, but yer’ve got black hair!”’


Molly didn’t know where to put her face. ‘Yer’ll be the death of me yet, Nellie McDonough. Yer don’t care what yer say, or who yer say it in front of. Yer’ll have to clear yer mind out if yer ever want to mind Bobby, or Molly. Left alone with you, they’ll know the facts of life before their second birthday.’


Nellie’s face was one big grin. She loved winding her mate up. ‘Look at her blushing! A grown woman, what’s had four children, and she’s blushing. It’s Jack I feel sorry for, the poor bugger. I bet she makes him turn the light out every night.’


Molly didn’t know how she kept her face straight, for inside she was bubbling with laughter. She could hear Victoria’s quiet titter, and Doreen’s chuckle, but if she laughed it would only encourage her mate to come out with something more outrageous. ‘That’s it now, Nellie, that’s yer lot. Put the baby down, we’re leaving.’ When she turned her head to ask her daughter if she wanted any shopping, little did Molly know that behind her back Nellie was pulling faces. With her tongue sticking out, she put a thumb in each ear and wagged her fingers, as she’d done as a child behind the teacher’s back.


Doreen tried to focus on her mother’s face so she wouldn’t see her Auntie Nellie. ‘I’m going to the shops meself, Mam, to give Bobby some fresh air and to stretch me legs. I’m trying to persuade Aunt Vicky to come with us, seeing as the weather seems to be milder.’


‘Well, seeing as yer don’t need me, I’ll go to Jill’s and see if she needs anything. She’s probably not into a routine with the baby yet, only coming out of hospital four days ago. I can remember when Jill was born it took me ages to get used to washing her. I thought she was so fragile she might break. When you came along I was a bit better, then with Tommy and Ruthie I was a dab hand at it.’


She turned to her mate and asked, ‘Are you ready, sunshine?’


Nellie’s face was the picture of innocence. ‘I’m ready, girl. I’ve been standing here as good as gold waiting for yer.’


But Molly knew her friend too well, and she was suspicious. ‘What have yer been up to behind me back, Nellie? And don’t say nothing, ’cos I can tell.’


Looking really put out, Nellie spread her hands, appealing to Victoria. ‘Now, have I done anything behind Molly’s back? I wouldn’t do that, not to me best mate.’


Victoria chose to take a line between the truth and a lie. ‘I know yer were standing there, Nellie, but I was busy watching the baby.’


‘D’yer know what I think, girl?’ Nellie asked. ‘I think everyone knows their own tricks best, and that’s what you do when my back is turned.’


‘Oh, ay, what do I do when yer back’s turned, sunshine?’


‘Don’t be acting the innocent, Molly Bennett, yer know quite well what yer do.’


‘No I don’t, so tell me.’


Nellie rolled her eyes. She knew her mate inside out, but wasn’t quite sure whether today was a good day to test her humour. ‘Okay, girl, I’ll show yer. But only on one condition.’ She cast her eyes at Doreen. ‘You’re nearest to yer mam, girl, so if she as much as lifts her arms, I want yer to promise yer’ll grab her before she gets to me.’


Doreen was always glad to see her mam and Auntie Nellie, because they never failed to brighten the day. And it gave her and Aunt Vicky something to talk and laugh about afterwards. ‘I promise I’ll try, Auntie Nellie, but she might be too quick for me.’


Nellie shook her head slowly, allowing her chins to sway gently from side to side. ‘Nah, girl, yer mam’s too ruddy slow to catch cold. You just keep yer eye on her and I’ll show her what she does behind me back, all sneaky, like.’ But as a precaution, Nellie stepped back a few paces before sticking a thumb in each ear, wagging her fingers and putting her tongue out.


Molly pouted her lips and nodded. ‘Not bad, sunshine, but yer haven’t got it quite right, ’cos while I’m doing that, I also cross me eyes. But nevertheless, that’s not a bad imitation.’


‘Ooh, I couldn’t cross me eyes, girl, ’cos they might stick like that. And while it might suit you being cock-eyed, I don’t think it would do much for me. I mean, like, wherever I go I can see men gazing longingly at me voluptuous figure, and if I was cock-eyed I’d miss seeing that. Not that I’m big-headed, like, I wouldn’t want yer to think that, but it really makes me feel good to know so many men desire me.’


‘Now as though we’d think yer were big-headed, Auntie Nellie,’ Doreen said, laughing. ‘I think ye’re very modest and shy.’


Nellie went into her drama pose. With her head lowered, and her two chubby hands spread on her tummy, she said, ‘Oh, that is so kind of you. And you are so right, for I am shy and modest, but I try to hide it. And I have a good reason for hiding my true self, for if I were to act natural, as I really am deep inside, I’d show me mate up something rotten. People would look and listen to me, and then when she opened her mouth they’d think she was as common as muck. And I couldn’t hurt her, not my bestest friend in the whole world.’ She raised her head. ‘Oh, dear, I’ve come over all soppy. Could someone pass the smelling salts.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Auntie Nellie, but we ran out of smelling salts yesterday,’ Doreen told her, straight-faced. ‘But we do have Andrews Liver Salts. Would that help?’


Nellie’s chubby face creased. ‘I don’t think so, girl, ’cos the last time I had a dose of salts I went through me housework in no time, and I couldn’t be arsed doing that again. I had to sit twiddling me thumbs until it was time to call for me mate to go to the shops. Now I don’t mind a bit of housework, girl, but the whole house in two hours, well, that’s carrying things too far.’


‘It’s a good job we all know that these tales yer come up with are all fantasy, sunshine, and not deliberate lies. And it’s to be hoped that Satan does, too, or he’d be stoking the fires of hell to welcome yer. But I’m going to put a halt to all this frivolity and you and me are going to hot-foot it to Jill’s before the shops close for their dinner hour.’ Molly crossed the room to drop a kiss on Victoria’s cheek. ‘See yer tomorrow, sunshine.’ Then she gave her daughter a bear hug and a kiss. ‘Yer know where I am if yer want me, sunshine, never forget that.’


‘I know that, Mam, and thanks for the entertainment. It’ll give Aunt Vicky and me something to laugh about all afternoon.’


Molly and Nellie strolled up to the top end of the street where Molly’s daughter Jill, and Nellie’s son Steve lived. For the year they’d been married they’d lived with Lizzie Corkhill, who had offered to share her house with them when her son, Corker, told her the Bennett sisters had been hoping to have a double wedding, but wouldn’t be able to because Jill and Steve had nowhere to live. Steve was just out of serving his time and they hadn’t been able to save enough to buy furniture for a house. And offering to share her home with them had been the best thing Lizzie Corkhill could have done, for she’d been lonely since Corker married Ellen and moved in with her and her children. But now, with Jill and Steve, she had a family, and there were no more lonely days. It was only supposed to be a temporary arrangement, but Lizzie wouldn’t hear of their leaving, even when a very shy Jill told her she was expecting a baby, and that she and Steve had agreed they had enough money saved to furnish a house of their own now, for a baby in the house would be too much for Lizzie. But it was just the opposite: she was delighted and didn’t want them to leave. And the newly weds had grown to love her deeply. It had been easy for Doreen, as Phil was already living with Victoria Clegg, and her house was fully furnished. So everything had turned out well for both sisters, and Molly thanked God every night for her blessings. For as well as her two daughters, her only son Tommy had a beautiful wife in Rosie, and they were living very happily with Molly’s ma and da.


‘Ye’re very quiet, girl, are yer all right?’ Nellie didn’t like long silences. ‘Yer haven’t got a cob on with me for what I said in Victoria’s, have yer?’


Molly squeezed her arm. ‘Of course not, sunshine. I’ll have a good laugh with Jack tonight over what yer said. No, I was miles away, actually, thinking how lucky I am with me family and me friends. Three of me children married and as happy as they could ever be. And they haven’t moved miles away. I can see them every day. Two in the same street, and our Tommy just around the corner with me ma and da. What more could any mother ask for, Nellie, than knowing her children are well and happy?’


Nellie wasn’t having any of that! ‘I’m lucky, too, girl, with our Steve and Lily living in the street. I know yer’ve got three married, and have got two grandchildren, but I’ll catch yer up when our Paul gets wed. And if Archie pulls his socks up, I could have another grandchild by the end of the year.’


Molly pulled them to a halt just two doors away from Lizzie’s house. ‘Nellie, they’ve only been married three days, for heaven’s sake! Don’t you dare repeat what yer’ve just said when we get inside the house. Lizzie probably wouldn’t mind, but our Jill would die of embarrassment. And I can assure you that if Lily or Archie heard yer, they wouldn’t think it was the least bit funny.’


Nellie cast her eyes up to the sky. Why did her mate have a mind as pure as the driven snow? ‘Okay, girl, I’ll keep me mouth shut the whole time I’m in there, then I can’t get into trouble. But I must say I think it’s bloody awful if I’ve got to watch every word what comes out of me mouth.’ She took her arm from Molly’s, a sign that she’d taken the huff. Then, with her bosom standing to attention, she rose to her full four feet ten inches. ‘I just think it’s a pity there’s them what don’t know what a sense of humour is. I don’t half feel sorry for them, they must lead miserable bloody lives.’


‘Nellie, most people do have a sense of humour, but not everyone appreciates the same things. I mean, you might not find their jokes funny, and they may not be amused by yours.’ Molly smiled down into her friend’s chubby face. ‘After all, sunshine, it would be a dull world if we were all made the same.’


‘You’re telling me! I’d hate to be one of those miserable buggers what think it is funny when they see someone trip over and fall flat on their face.’


Molly clamped her lips together, and closing her eyes she could see Elsie Flanaghan flat out on the pavement. And she hadn’t tripped, she’d been pushed. Oh dear, oh dear, she thought, my mate’s got a terrible memory. But now wasn’t the time to tell her, or they’d be here all day. ‘Come on, sunshine, let’s get in and see our grandchild. That should cheer yer up and put a smile back on yer face.’


Lizzie Corkhill beamed when she opened the door and saw who her visitors were. ‘Come in, come in. It’s good to see yer.’


Molly was the first to walk into an empty room. ‘Where’s our Jill and the baby?’


Nellie put on a fierce expression as she pressed her face close to Lizzie’s. ‘Yeah, what have yer done with her daughter and my grandchild?’


Lizzie grinned. ‘Oh, it’s quite a performance here when Jill washes the baby. She’s terrified of hurting her, and takes ages just washing her down. I’ve offered to help, but no, she must learn, so she tells me. The most she’ll let me do is bring the bowl of water in and take it out again when she’s finished.’ She waved them to the couch. ‘Anyway, it all went smoothly, even though it took an hour, and the baby’s dressed and smelling like a rose garden. Jill is in the bedroom feeding her now. She won’t do it in front of me.’ Lizzie smiled at Molly. ‘Your daughter is the kindest, most gentle person I have ever met. She never raises her voice and never speaks ill of anyone. You brought her up well, Molly, she’s a credit to yer.’


‘She’s always been the same, Lizzie, from the day she first learned to smile and crawl. I love all me kids, but they will agree with me that Jill is the most caring and gentle of the lot.’


Nellie’s mind was working overtime, trying to find a way to get noticed. Then she grinned. ‘Our Steve was the first one to know that. He’s known from the age of two that Jill was the girl for him. It shows that good taste runs in our family, doesn’t it, eh, girl?’


But Molly was ready for her. ‘I would say it was good taste all round, sunshine, ’cos Jill chose Steve from a very early age as well.’ She began to chuckle. ‘Don’t yer remember, Nellie? The kids were barely walking when you and me used to sit at the table having a cuppa and saying wouldn’t it be nice if one of my kids fell for one of yours? We had Steve and Jill married off before they started school.’


‘Yeah, I remember that, girl, and it’s hard to believe it’s nearly twenty years ago. The years go by real quick, don’t they? If yer blinked, yer’d miss them.’


‘I don’t know, sunshine. Those far-off days weren’t all milk and honey. The days when we hadn’t a penny to our name, they didn’t go quick, they used to drag. But they’re gone now, and we’ve come through them with flying colours. No more times when our tummies rumble with hunger, thank God.’


Lizzie nodded in agreement. ‘Some people these days don’t know they’re born. They don’t have to scrimp and scrape, counting every farthing. But then, we can’t begrudge them anything, because most of the fellers fought in the war, and without them God alone knows where we’d be.’ She stopped her rocking chair and pushed herself to her feet. ‘I’ll put the kettle on. Jill shouldn’t be much longer now.’


When Lizzie went into the kitchen, Molly stood at the bottom of the stairs. ‘D’yer need any help, sunshine, or are yer managing?’


Jill’s voice came back. ‘I’m doing all right, Mam, after a fashion. It’ll take me a few weeks to get into the routine, but I’ll get there. Another five minutes and I’ll be down.’


‘I’m going to sit at the table, Lizzie,’ Nellie called. ‘I’m more comfortable sitting on a chair than the couch, ’cos it takes me ages to get meself up from here.’ She shuffled her bottom to the edge of the couch and, making fists of her hands, tried to push herself up. But after three attempts at raising her bottom, only to fall back again, she was puffing like mad and still sitting on the couch. ‘They’re a bleeding death-trap, these couches.’ She glared at Molly as though it was her fault. ‘Why couldn’t they put proper legs on them, so they’d be higher and I could get off easy?’


‘Don’t look at me, sunshine, I didn’t make the ruddy things! Anyway, if they did put legs on, they wouldn’t last long, not the way you plonk yerself down.’ Molly stood in front of her and held her hands out. ‘Take hold of these and I’ll pull yer up.’


‘It took yer long enough to think of that, girl, sitting there watching me puffing and blowing like an old carthorse.’


‘You said that, sunshine, not me! Now take my hands and I’ll pull.’ After two attempts, when Molly thought her arms were being yanked out of their sockets, Nellie was still sitting on the couch. ‘Unless yer help yerself, Nellie, yer’ll still be sitting there when Steve comes in from work. Now, when I pull, you try and help by pushing yerself up, sunshine, ’cos I don’t want to be here all ruddy day.’


When Lizzie came through from the kitchen carrying a tray, Nellie was standing, but her face said she wasn’t in the best of moods. ‘Don’t ever ask me to sit on that contraption again, Lizzie. It’s bloody torture.’ Then her eyes lighted on a plate of biscuits on the tray, and this brought about a miraculous recovery. ‘Ooh, fig biscuits. How did yer know they were me favourites, Lizzie?’ Nellie pulled a chair out from the table and like Lady Muck she plonked her bottom down and pointed to the chair next to her. ‘Come on, girl, park yer bottom on that and we’ll have a nice cuppa and a fig biscuit.’


Molly sat down and her eyes met Lizzie’s. ‘D’yer know what my mate reminds me of sometimes, Lizzie? Have yer ever had a day when yer wash yer hair and yer can’t do a thing with it? Well, that’s how I feel sometimes.’


Nellie looked sideways. ‘Ah, do yer, girl? Yer should have decent hair like me. I never have to worry about it. Run the comb through it every morning and it stays nice all day.’


Lizzie looked from one to the other. Molly had blond hair, which her daughters had all inherited, although while the girls were still shining blondes, Molly’s hair was now well peppered with white. But with a fine healthy complexion, and a neat figure, she was a good-looking woman. Nellie had dark mousycoloured hair, and she never spent any time on it. It only saw the comb in the morning and spent the rest of the day being untidy. And with her eighteen-stone body on her four-foot-ten frame, she was almost as round as she was tall. But Nellie’s redeeming feature was her chubby face, with rosy cheeks that shone like polished apples, and a smile to melt the hardest heart. She wasn’t a tidy person, and certainly wasn’t fussy about how she looked, or what she said, but her friends saw beyond her looks to a heart that was as big as her body. But only her friends and family saw that side of her; strangers often just saw her as a loud-mouth.


‘Here’s Jill now,’ Lizzie said. ‘I’ll wait until she’s down before pouring, ’cos I know yer’ll both be fussing over the baby and the tea would get cold.’


The two women scrambled from the table, each wanting to reach Jill and the baby first. But Jill anticipated this and turned her back on them. ‘Take it easy, Mam, or yer’ll frighten her. Wait until I sit down, then yer can both have a turn at nursing her. She’s only tiny, and seeing and hearing a lot of people she’d be frightened.’


‘Ye’re right, sunshine, of course yer are,’ Molly said, backing away and taking Nellie with her. ‘We forgot the baby isn’t two weeks old yet, and that’s ’cos we’re used to Bobby. But we’ll sit down and have our tea, then have a little nurse of her.’ She gave Nellie a dig. ‘And we’ll keep our voices nice and quiet, won’t we, sunshine, so we don’t frighten her.’


Nellie looked from Jill, who was holding the baby close to her chest, to the plate of biscuits. ‘Yeah, we’ll have our tea and biscuits first, and give the baby time to settle down. And I’ve got to say, girl, it’s going to be awkward having Molly the baby, and Molly the grandma. Yer must admit it is a bit confusing. Why don’t yer call her by her second name?’


‘Oh, you’re not soft, are yer, sunshine?’ Molly was up in arms. ‘She was christened Molly Helen McDonough, that’s two of your names, but ye’re still not satisfied.’


Jill the peacemaker stopped what could have turned into a spat … friendly, but still a spat. ‘Me and Steve have thought about that, and we’re calling the baby Moll, so we’ll know who we’re talking about. She’ll get Molly when she’s a bit older and we won’t get so confused.’


Molly turned to her mate. ‘Now, does that satisfy yer?’


Nellie stuck her nose in the air and said, ‘Will yer pass the biscuits, Lizzie, please?’


Molly winked behind her friend’s back. ‘Watch her hands, Lizzie, ’cos they’re like lightning and she’ll empty the plate.’


With a fig biscuit between her teeth, Nellie sighed with contentment, blissfully happy. And when Lizzie passed the plate for her to have a second one, she was filled with goodwill. ‘Ay, Lizzie, d’yer know what Tony in the butcher’s called me when me and Molly were in there before? He called me Mrs No Knickers.’


‘Oh, I’ve heard from Steve and Jill about yer shenanigans at the wedding reception.’ Lizzie chuckled. ‘From the sound of things everyone had a marvellous time, and you had the place up, Nellie.’ She leaned towards the little woman. ‘Did yer really go to the wedding with no bloomers on?’


‘Ah,’ Nellie said, happy to be the centre of attention, ‘that’s for me and my feller to know, and for you to find out.’


‘Nellie, don’t make out things were worse than they were. It was bad enough seeing you hanging over George’s back, without you saying yer had no knickers on.’


‘Oh, did yer see them, girl? What colour were they?’


Molly was stumped, for she hadn’t actually glimpsed any knickers, she’d been too busy laughing. But if Lily was wearing her mate’s blue fleecy-lined drawers under her wedding dress, which was a joke that nearly brought the rafters down, then Nellie must have been wearing her pink ones. ‘Yer had yer pink ones on, sunshine.’


When Nellie shook her head, her chins weren’t very happy with her. For they had to shake as well, and they could easily miss her answer. And they’d been on pins since Saturday, waiting for someone to say whether she was knickerless or not. They could see most things that Nellie got up to, but there was so much of her it was impossible to know everything she did. ‘Ye’re wrong, girl! And that secret will go with me to me grave … or until the News of the World offers me a hundred pound for me story.’


Molly pushed her chair back. ‘I think ye’re telling fibs, Nellie, but if ye’re not, then I’m ashamed of yer. I’m going to nurse the baby now, and while I am, I want yer to rid yer head of all these bad, stupid thoughts. Yer don’t get yer hands on yer granddaughter until ye’re as pure in heart as she is. Do you understand?’


‘Not really, girl, yer lost me along the way. But while you’re having a nurse of the baby, I’ll get Lizzie to explain to me.’


Molly picked the baby up and felt a rush of love. She was so tiny, and so beautiful, just like her mother twenty-two years ago. Holding her gently, she whispered, ‘I love the bones of yer, sunshine, and if yer grow up like yer mam, yer won’t go far wrong in life.’


Nellie had been keeping her eyes on the clock, and how her mate was handling the baby so gently. She was more heavy-handed than Molly, she couldn’t help it, she was born that way. But there was one thing she had that her mate didn’t, and it was huge, soft-as-a-feather breasts. When her own children had been babies, she’d had no trouble getting them off to sleep by rocking them in the warmth and softness. And she wanted to do the same with her son’s baby. ‘Yer time’s up now, girl,’ Nellie said, leaving her chair. ‘It’s yer Grandma McDonough’s shift now.’


Molly gave the baby a last kiss before handing her over. ‘Here’s yer other grandma, sunshine. Ye’re a lucky girl having two grandmothers, aren’t yer?’


Nellie looked down into the baby’s face, and said, ‘Why didn’t yer answer her, girl? She’d have laid a duck egg with fright.’


Molly sat at the table with Lizzie and Jill. ‘Did yer want anything from the shops, sunshine, ’cos me and Nellie will go for yer.’


Jill shook her head. ‘I’m doing what you used to do on a Monday, Mam. I’m doing a fry-up of the leftovers from yesterday’s dinner. But I’d be grateful if yer would do some shopping for me tomorrow. I don’t want to take the baby to the shops yet. I couldn’t bear to leave her outside in her pram in case someone ran off with her, or the noise frightened her.’


‘You do everything at yer own speed, sunshine, there’s no need to rush. Just take it easy until yer’ve got the hang of things, then washing and feeding the baby will be a doddle.’ Molly had something on her mind and had to get it off. ‘Look, I may as well be honest with yer. I don’t like calling the baby Moll. It doesn’t sound right, not for a tiny baby anyway. The only time I’ve heard it used is in films when they have a gangster’s moll. Why not say Molly one and two? Or even little and big Molly?’


‘I agree with yer, Molly,’ Lizzie said. ‘I don’t like calling the baby Moll. I wouldn’t have said anything if you hadn’t, ’cos I didn’t think it was my place, but I may as well put me oar in as well. I’d stick to baby Molly while she’s so tiny, then sort something out when she’s a bit bigger.’


Molly nodded. ‘It’s up to you and Steve, though, sunshine, she’s your baby. Have a talk about it tonight, eh? Me and Nellie will come up in the morning before we go to the shops, and if yer have a list ready we’ll get yer messages for yer.’ She looked over to where Nellie was standing, her eyes fixed on the baby’s face. ‘She’s like a little doll, isn’t she, sunshine?’


‘She is that. Our Steve’s a clever lad.’


Molly winked at her daughter. ‘Nellie’s miles away so I won’t disturb her, but we’ll be here at half ten in the morning, sunshine, so have yer list ready for us.’




Chapter Three


‘Mam.’ Ruthie set her knife and fork down as she caught her mother’s attention. ‘Can I go to the first house pictures tomorrow, with Bella?’ And before Molly had time to think of a reason why she couldn’t, Ruthie went on, ‘The nights aren’t dark now, and we’d be home by half past eight.’


‘You’re only fourteen, sunshine, too young to be going to the pictures without an adult. And they wouldn’t let you in, anyway.’


‘Yes, they would, ’cos I don’t look fourteen. I could easy pass for sixteen.’


‘Don’t be putting years on yerself,’ Jack said. ‘Time goes over too quick as it is, so don’t try and be older than yer are.’


‘Dad, me and Bella only want to go to the first house pictures, that’s all. It’s better than staying in every night playing snakes and ladders. We’re too old for those games now.’


Molly’s mind went back to when she was fourteen, and how she’d begged her mother to let her go to the pictures. Talking pictures were still a novelty then. She’d got her way in the end, by promising her mother that she’d come straight home from the cinema, with her friend Mary, and they wouldn’t talk to a soul. ‘Has Bella asked her mam yet? I can’t see Mary agreeing – yer know what she’s like with Bella. But if she says yes, then me and yer dad will probably agree. But only on condition that Mary says it’s all right. I don’t want her thinking ye’re leading her daughter astray.’


‘Mam, ye’re old fashioned. Things have changed in the last fifty years, since you were my age.’ Ruthie lifted her arm as though shielding herself from a blow. ‘Only kidding, Mam. Don’t hit me, please.’


Jack was smiling as he popped a piece of potato into his mouth. He could have told Molly that it was a foregone conclusion that their daughter would be sitting in the stalls at the picture house the following night. The last of their children left at home, she was going to be spoilt far more than any of the others had been. And, anyway, going to the first house pictures with her friend wasn’t asking for too much. But he wouldn’t interfere; it was up to Molly.


‘I’ll tell yer what I will do, sunshine. When we’ve finished our dinner and the dishes are washed and put away, with your help, then I’ll go to Bella’s with yer, and see what Mary thinks.’


‘Yer will speak up for us, though, won’t yer?’ Ruthie knew only her mother could talk Bella’s mother into agreeing. ‘Auntie Mary won’t even listen unless you’re there. She thinks someone is going to run away with her daughter, or she’ll get knocked down. Honest, I’m glad you’re not like that, Mam, otherwise I’d still be wearing long black stockings.’


‘Yer must remember that Bella is an only child, and it’s natural that Mary will worry about her. I’ve had practice with yer sisters and brother, that’s why I don’t worry as much as Mary. Mind you, even if she says you and Bella can go to the pictures, what’s to say she won’t be sitting between yer with a bag of sweets on her knee?’


Ruthie was smiling as she swung her legs under the chair. ‘If it was a box of Cadbury’s chocolates, she’d be very welcome. That’s as long as she let me have the Turkish delight one. That’s me favourite.’


‘Hang on a minute here, sunshine, let’s backpedal a bit. Yer said fifty years ago, when I was fourteen, things were different. Just how old d’yer think I am, sunshine! Ye’re putting years on me good style, ’cos according to you, I’d be sixty-four now. For your information, I am forty-three, and yer dad is forty-five.’


Jack put his knife and fork down and pushed the plate away. ‘And, young lady, if you look as good at forty-three as yer mam does, then yer can thank her for it, for you and yer sisters inherited her good looks.’


Ruthie loved her mam and dad dearly, and she was proud of their looks. So she wasn’t going to have one flattered and not the other. ‘And our Tommy’s got you to thank for being tall, dark and handsome.’


‘I think yer’ve paid enough compliments to get permission from yer dad and me to go to the flicks, so if yer’ve got any more, save them for Mrs Watson.’ Molly reached for the plates. ‘I’ll wash, sunshine, and you can dry.’


As soon as the dishes were put away, and the tablecloth shaken in the yard, Ruthie was all for going across the road to her friend’s, but Molly put the block on it. ‘Give them a chance to get their dinner down, sunshine, or they’ll curse us. And it wouldn’t put Mary in a very good mood, so let’s bear that in mind. Give it half an hour and we’ll nip over.’


As Molly had expected, Mary Watson shook her head before Ruthie had finished speaking. ‘Not on your life, Ruthie. Ye’re both too young to be going to the pictures on yer own.’


This was going to be hard work, Molly thought, before going to her daughter’s help. ‘The nights are light until nearly nine o’clock now, Mary, and they’d be home from first house before half eight. And I can’t see what harm they’d come to. They can’t play in the streets like they used to, and yer can’t expect them to stay in every night, not after they’ve been working from eight in the morning.’


‘But there’s some funny people about these days, Molly, and I’d worry meself sick. What if a strange man started talking to them? Yer never know what would happen.’


Molly had an ally in Mary’s husband, Harry, who was always telling his wife she shouldn’t mollycoddle their only child so much, or she’d never learn to stick up for herself. ‘Bella has got to be allowed to be independent like other girls, Mary, or she’ll never have any confidence. Give her some credit for being able to look after herself.’ He smiled at Ruthie, who was far more outgoing than his daughter. ‘What would yer do, Ruthie, if a strange man came up to yer and started talking?’


‘I’d tell him to get lost and walk away. And if he persisted I’d kick him in the shin and then run like the wind.’


Mary sensed she was fighting a losing battle, but she still wasn’t happy about the prospect of her daughter’s going out at night. She chewed on her bottom lip for a while, then said, ‘I could meet them coming out of the pictures to make sure they get home safely.’


‘Oh, no!’ Harry decided it was time to put his foot down, or his daughter would be tied to her mother’s apron strings for ever. ‘No, Mary, you will not! Give the girl some freedom, for heaven’s sake.’


Molly noticed that Bella had gone to stand beside Ruthie, and they were holding hands. It had always been like that. When they were little they had to play on the pavement outside the Watsons’ house, because Mary wouldn’t let Bella out of her sight. But Ruthie had never objected, and if any of the other kids made fun of Bella for being a ‘mammy’s girl’, Ruthie soon chased them away. ‘Mary, I worry about every one of my kids, always have done, no matter how old they were. I’m sure every mother in the land does. But yer have to start letting them spread their wings some time. None of my kids have come to any harm, have they? Never been in trouble for fighting or giving cheek, either. And that’s because I’ve taught them how to behave, and given them some freedom at the same time.’


‘What picture house are yer going to?’ Mary knew she was outnumbered, but she still wasn’t happy. ‘Can yer get a tram there and back?’


‘It’s only two stops to the Astoria, Auntie Mary,’ Ruth said. ‘We can walk there and back and save the fare. The picture is a comedy, with William Powell and Myrna Loy, and one of the girls we work with said it was really funny. She laughed all the way home.’


‘I’ll give yer the fare, save yer walking.’ Mary thought she was doing them a favour, but she could tell by their faces the offer wasn’t very well received. ‘Okay, if yer want to be independent, then you do what yer want. As long as ye’re back here by half eight, Bella, otherwise yer won’t be going out again for a long time, only with me and yer dad.’


‘We’ll be well home by then, Mam, I promise.’ Bella squeezed Ruthie’s hand. ‘And I’ll tell yer all about the picture.’ She couldn’t believe her luck. Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined her mother agreeing. Mind you, she wouldn’t have done if Auntie Molly hadn’t been there. ‘And if we buy any sweets, I’ll save one each for you and me dad.’


‘I’ll give yer the money for sweets, pet,’ Harry told her, pleased to see her so happy. ‘I might even stretch to a tuppenny slab of Cadbury’s each.’


Ruthie rolled her eyes and sighed. ‘Oh, heavenly bliss, Uncle Harry. That’s me favourite chocolate. Seeing as you’re buying, I should promise to save yer a piece, but I know I wouldn’t be able to keep me promise. Bull’s eyes or blackjacks, yeah, I would have gladly saved yer one of them, but not Cadbury’s.’


When Molly looked at her daughter, she wondered why some of her confidence hadn’t rubbed off on to her friend over the years. For Bella could certainly do with being a little more outgoing. She was a very pretty girl, with her mother’s dark colouring, and she was quite talkative when she was with people she knew well. In Molly’s, for instance, she’d talk the hind leg off a donkey, but with strangers she was painfully shy.


‘Come on, sunshine, let’s go home to yer dad before he thinks I’ve run off with the coalman. Say goodnight to Auntie Mary and Uncle Harry, and we’ll leave them in peace.’


Mary went to the door with them. ‘I know yer think I’m over-possessive, Molly, and I know I’m holding Bella back, but it’s the way I’m made. I’m going to have to change, though, ’cos it’s not fair. I’ll start tomorrow, when her and Ruthie go out. I won’t sit biting me nails, I’ll tear me hair out instead.’


Molly grinned. ‘That beats cutting yer throat, sunshine, ’cos blood makes a hell of a mess. And it’s the very devil to wash out of anything.’


‘Look who’s coming up the street, Mam,’ Ruthie said, pulling on her mother’s hand. ‘Come on, let’s say hello to him.’


Molly turned to see her next-door neighbour, Corker, walking on the opposite side of the street with another man. ‘Molly, me darling,’ he shouted, ‘come and meet an old friend of mine.’


‘I’ll see yer tomorrow, Mary,’ Molly said, taking Ruthie’s hand. ‘I mustn’t keep me boyfriend waiting.’


Corker was Molly’s hero. The man was six foot five in height, built like a battleship, with hands like shovels, and would stand out in any crowd. And it would take a very brave man to tackle Corker. But to Molly he was a gentle giant, who would go to the ends of the earth to help his friends. And she should know; he’d helped her out many a time. ‘Are yer just getting home, Corker? Haven’t yer had yer dinner yet?’


‘Ah, well, yer see, me darlin’, I was coming home from work when I bumped into me old shipmate here, and we went for a pint. We had such a lot to catch up on, the one pint led to another, and so on.’ He put a hand on his friend’s arm. ‘This is the prettiest woman in the street, Molly Bennett, and her youngest daughter, Ruthie. And this, me darlin’ Molly, is Derek Mattocks, who I sailed with during the war. We haven’t seen each other since then, so we had a lot to tell each other.’


After Derek had shaken hands with Molly, he held out his hand to Ruthie, and she nearly burst with pride because she felt so grown-up. ‘Corker insisted I come home to meet his wife, but I’m beginning to think he needs me as an excuse for being so late. But it was good to meet him after so many years, and we had a lot to catch up with. I’ll stand in front of him if his wife takes the frying pan to him.’


Molly smiled. What a nice bloke he seemed, friendly and very handsome. He was about six foot tall, with thick jet black hair, deep hazel eyes, and a set of pure white teeth. Younger than Corker, she guessed, by about ten years. She reckoned he’d be about thirty-five or so. ‘Ellen is far too gentle to take the frying pan to Corker, but if his dinner is ruined, well, no one would blame her if it ended up on his head.’


Corker’s head dropped back and his hearty laugh filled the air. He was a fine figure of a man, with a mop of greying hair, a huge moustache and a bushy beard. ‘Ellen couldn’t reach me head, but, sure, I’m a big enough target for her to hit.’


Derek held his hands out and pretended they were shaking. ‘I won’t come with yer after all, Corker. I’ll leave it for another day.’


Again Corker’s laugh filled the air. ‘Wait until yer see the size of me wife, Derek. Sure she only comes up to me waist. And she’d never hit me when I had a visitor with me.’


They began to walk up the street, with Ruthie clinging to her Uncle Corker’s arm. He was a firm favourite with all the Bennett family, and the McDonoughs. ‘Shall I come in with yer, Uncle Corker, and stop Auntie Ellen from hitting yer?’


Molly pulled on her arm. ‘Not on yer life yer don’t, sunshine. We’ll let Uncle Corker face the music on his own. But if we hear the sound of crockery breaking, then I’ll send yer dad in to sort them out before they wreck the joint.’ They stopped outside her house, and she smiled at Derek. ‘It was nice meeting yer, Derek. Perhaps we’ll see yer again some time.’


‘Oh, yer’ll be seeing Derek again, me darlin’, that’s for sure. For I’ll not be losing touch with him again.’


Molly was chuckling as she put the key in the door. ‘When yer get inside, Derek, keep moving. Don’t make yerself an easy target.’


He laughed back at her. ‘I’ll pretend I’m on board the ship in the middle of a storm, and I’ll rock with the deck.’


Ellen must have heard them and popped her head out of the front door. ‘I thought I could hear your voice, Jimmy Corkhill. What time d’yer call this to be coming in?’ she asked, trying to look angry. ‘Don’t be expecting any dinner ’cos I threw it on the back of the fire half an hour ago. It wasn’t fit to eat.’


‘Come on, Ruthie, let’s get in. I hate to see a grown man crying.’ Molly pushed her daughter ahead of her, and as she was closing the door she heard Corker saying, ‘Well, it was like this, me darling. I met this long lost shipmate, but I’ll tell yer all about it inside. That’s if yer’ve a mind to let us in.’


‘Who were yer talking to?’ Jack asked when Molly walked in. ‘It sounded like Corker’s voice. Is he on his way out to the pub?’


‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so, love.’ Molly chuckled as she hung up her coat. ‘He’ll be in Ellen’s bad books coming home at this time. He was on his way home at his usual time, when he bumped into an old shipmate. Of course, as yer would expect of Corker, they went in a pub to celebrate, didn’t they, and as he said one pint led to another, and so on. He’s probably getting down the banks off Ellen, ’cos she’s just told him his dinner was ruined.’


‘Is his friend with him?’


Molly nodded. ‘His name’s Derek Mattocks, and he seems a real nice bloke. He’s younger than Corker. In his mid-thirties, I’d say.’


Jack rubbed his chin. ‘D’yer think I should get shaved in case Corker knocks if they’re going for a pint? I didn’t shave last night ’cos I didn’t feel like it, and I look scruffy.’


‘It’s up to you, sunshine, whether yer get shaved or not. But I don’t think anyone will be knocking for yer to go for a drink tonight.’


‘I’ll leave it until later then,’ Jack said, folding the Echo and pushing it down the side of his chair. ‘How did yer get on with Bella’s mam, Ruthie?’


She sat on the arm of his chair and grinned. ‘Your youngest daughter is now old enough to go to the pictures on her own. Or at least with her best friend. This time tomorrow night, me and Bella will be sitting in the pictures with a tuppenny slab of Cadbury’s each. And it’s all thanks to me mam and Uncle Harry. It took some doing, but they talked Auntie Mary round. She was dead against it at first, and me heart sank. But we won in the end ’cos she was outnumbered.’


Jack put his arm round her. ‘It’ll be easier next time, pet, you’ll see. Once she knows ye’re capable of getting home safe, she’ll not worry so much.’


Ruthie laughed. ‘She wanted to come and meet us coming out of the pictures, but Uncle Harry put his foot down.’


‘Good for him,’ Jack said, ‘but I hope yer don’t think that because ye’re being allowed to go to the pictures on yer own, yer can go on to do other things that grown-ups do, ’cos it doesn’t work like that. You are still only fourteen, don’t forget that.’


‘Dad, I’m not only fourteen, I’m fourteen years and four months.’


‘Oh, don’t forget those four months, Jack.’ Molly grinned. ‘In another two months she’ll be telling us she’s nearer fifteen than fourteen, and that’s plenty old enough to go to the dances in the church hall with a boy.’


Always ready with an answer, Ruthie said, ‘How did yer know that, Mam? Are yer a mind-reader?’


‘I would be if I could read everyone’s mind as well as I can read yours, sunshine.’ Molly kept her tone light, remembering the time she’d been fourteen and wished she was older. ‘I know Gordon Corkhill goes to the church dances, and Jeff Mowbray.’


‘Oh, them!’ Ruthie shrugged her shoulder. ‘I know them, but neither of them’s me boyfriend.’


‘Boyfriend! At your age, young lady, they better hadn’t be!’ Molly caught Jack’s wink and was dying to smile. But if she did, it would send the wrong signal to her daughter, who would take it that it was all right to have a boyfriend. ‘Yer’ve a long way to go yet before yer start bringing a boyfriend home. And if Bella truly is yer best friend, yer won’t mention the word in front of her mam, ’cos if Mary so much as heard the word boyfriend, I wouldn’t put it past her to have bars put on her bedroom window.’
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