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Chapter One


‘Sod it! I’m sweatin’ cobs an’ gettin’ nowhere!’ Eileen muttered under her breath. She glared first at the donkey stone in her hand, then at the offending front door step that had resisted all her attempts to come up white. ‘Waste of time, anyway! When the kids come chargin’ in it’ll be as black as the hobs of hell again!’


With a look of disgust on her face, Eileen threw the donkey stone into the hall before leaning against the wall. Rivulets of sweat were running down her face and she wiped them away with the corner of her pinny before folding her arms across her waist, where they disappeared from view beneath the mountainous bosom. Her attention was drawn to the house opposite and the man perched precariously on top of a rickety ladder nailing coloured bunting to the frame of the bedroom window.


‘I ’ope that ladder’s safe, Tommy!’ Eileen bawled. ‘I’d hate yer to fall an’ break yer fishin’ tackle!’


Hanging on to the window sill like grim death, Tommy Wilson peered over his shoulder. ‘Missus wouldn’t worry,’ he grinned, ‘save her having one of her headaches every night.’


‘Yer don’t mean to tell me she gets away with that old trick?’ A laugh rumbled in Eileen’s tummy, and when it erupted every ounce of her eighteen-stone body shook. ‘Tell ’er the bloody war’s over now, and that includes skirmishes in the bedroom.’


Tommy lifted his hand to deliver one more blow with the hammer before answering. ‘I’ll tell her you said that, but I’ll make sure I’m out of arms reach when I do! She packs a powerful punch does my Missus!’


‘Yer’ll ’ave to learn to put yer foot down then, won’t yer!’ Eileen watched as Tommy came down the ladder, testing each rung first before lowering his weight on to it. ‘Either that, or learn to duck!’


Tommy chuckled, wondering if his wife had heard the exchange between him and their neighbour opposite. There’d be hell to pay if she had. Ada didn’t always appreciate Eileen Gillmoss’s jokes. But Tommy liked the big woman. At least she knew how to smile. Not like some he could mention who looked as though a smile would crack their faces.


Eileen waved back as Tommy moved indoors, then gazed up and down the street where people were rushing to finish the decorations in time for the street party due to start at four o’clock. She’d heard all the streets in the neighbourhood were being decorated, as people prepared to celebrate the end of the war in Europe.


The end of the war! Eileen screwed her eyes up tight. Even though she’d heard Winston Churchill on the wireless saying that Germany and Italy had surrendered, and hostilities in Europe had ceased, she couldn’t believe it.


‘Goin’ asleep on yer feet, are yer?’


Eileen opened her eyes to see Cissie Maddox standing in front of her. She grinned sheepishly. ‘I couldn’t sleep if I tried, Cissie! I’m shakin’ like a leaf with excitement.’ She swept her arm wide to take in the coloured bunting stretching across the street from house to house, the Union Jacks of every size and shape swaying in the slight breeze, and pictures of the King and Queen, with the two Princesses, adorning the windows of nearly every house. ‘Looks great, doesn’t it? Makes yer feel real proud.’


‘Everyone’s done a good job,’ Cissie admitted. She lived two doors down from Eileen, and they’d been neighbours for years. They’d had their differences over those years, mostly about the kids fighting, but all that was forgotten now. She was the same age as Eileen and matched her in size ounce for ounce. But Cissie took more care of her appearance, with hair neatly permed, a face that was seldom seen without make-up, and clothes that didn’t look as though they’d come off a rag and bone cart.


‘Have yer made the cakes and jellies?’ Cissie’s face was serious. ‘We’ll have to start bringin’ the tables out soon.’


‘Keep yer hair on, Cissie! Everything’s under control,’ Eileen’s chubby cheeks moved upwards to cover her eyes as she grinned. ‘No, I’m not goin’ to tell lies today, I might put the mockers on meself! I haven’t done nowt, Cissie! Me mam’s made the cakes, jellies and blancmange. All I did was boil the water.’


‘Thank God for that!’ Cissie rolled her eyes expressively. ‘At least we’ll be able to eat the cakes.’


‘Watch it now, Cissie! We’ve just got one war over, don’t you an’ me start another one!’


‘Okay, we’ll call a truce till tomorrow.’ Cissie was silent for a moment, then sighed softly. ‘We’ll ’ave our fellers home soon.’


‘Oooh, don’t mention it, Cissie!’ Eileen looked up to the skies. Her Bill had been a prisoner of war since 1940, and the only contact she’d had with him in all that time had been through heavily censored letters. ‘Every time I think about it, I get that excited I ’ave to run to the lavvy! I’m not kiddin’, I’ve been to the lavvy that many times today I’ve worn a groove in our back yard.’


Cissie touched Eileen’s arm in a rare gesture of sympathy. Her husband was in the army too, but, thank God, he’d never been further than the Isle of Man. ‘It’s been a long time, and you’ve had a lot to put up with.’


‘It was a case of ’aving to put up with it!’ Tears were threatening and Eileen had no intention of making a fool of herself in front of Cissie Maddox. ‘I’d better get in an’ give me mam a hand.’


Seeing the signs, Cissie moved away. ‘I’ll give yer a knock when it’s time to bring the table out. And don’t you go luggin’ that big table out on yer own, d’yer hear? Get one of the men to give yer a hand.’


Eileen had her foot on the front step. ‘Our Billy should be ’ome in time to help. I’ve sent him up to the Sedgemoors to ask if Mary wants to bring the kids to the party.’ She gave a deep chuckle. ‘Can’t see them havin’ a street party round by them … they’re too posh for anythin’ so common.’


Eileen walked through to the kitchen where her mother, Maggie, was just taking a tray of fairy cakes out of the oven. ‘Mmmm! They smell good, Mam!’


‘That’s the lot, thank God!’ Maggie slipped the hot tray on to the wooden draining board. ‘They should smell good, too! All our sugar and margarine ration has gone into them. And I’m warning you, if you don’t keep the kids out of here there’ll be none left for the party.’


‘I wonder where the kids ’ave got to?’ Eileen frowned. ‘I haven’t seen them for ages.’


‘Probably wandering round, looking at the decorations.’ Maggie was edging a knife expertly round the cakes to dislodge them from the tray before sliding them on to a plate. ‘They’ve never seen anything like it before.’


‘Aye, poor little buggers.’ When Eileen nodded her layer of chins wobbled. ‘They’re too young to remember the street parties we used to have for Empire Day.’


Maggie ran her flour-caked hands down the front of her pinny. ‘I’ll have to sit down for half an hour before I get washed and changed, me feet are killing me. And a cup of tea would go down a treat.’


‘Go an’ sit down then, an’ I’ll make us a cuppa.’ Eileen pushed her mother into the living room. ‘Go on, do as yer told, unless yer want a fourpenny one.’


Mother and daughter sat in companionable silence facing each other across the table. The front door had been left open and a medley of sounds drifted in from the street, but both were lost in thought and oblivious to the racket outside. Eileen was studying her mother through lowered lids as she sipped on the piping hot tea. People said she took after her mother in looks, but, as Eileen mused now, her mother was only half her size. They might have looked alike years ago, but that was before Eileen started piling the weight on.


Eileen let out a soft sigh. The war years had certainly taken their toll on her mother. Her hair was now snowy white, and deep worry lines were etched on her forehead and under her eyes. She looked worn out, and Eileen blamed herself for it. When her dad had died fifteen years ago, it was she who persuaded her mother to come and live with her and Bill. Said it would be better than living in that big old house on her own. And the arrangement had worked fine until the war started and Bill had been called up. Eileen remembered how she’d jumped at the chance to work in the munitions factory when her mother had offered to mind the three children for her. Mainly it was because she wanted to do her bit for the war effort, but the money had certainly come in useful. They’d have been in queer street if they’d had to manage on Bill’s army pay and the few bob her mother got in widow’s pension. But no one had expected the war to last five years. So, in her sixties, when she should have been sitting back taking life easy, her mother had been saddled with three children to look after. Not that she’d ever complained. And when Eileen had offered to pack in work and look after her family, her mother wouldn’t hear of it.


‘I wonder how long it’ll be before Bill gets home?’ Maggie broke the silence. ‘It could be only a matter of weeks.’


Eileen ran a finger round the rim of her cup. ‘It’s like a dream to me, Mam! To tell the God’s honest truth, I’d got to the state where I thought I’d never see ’im again.’


‘You’d better get used to the idea quick, my girl, and get yourself moving!’ Maggie shook her head in despair as she eyed her daughter’s limp, straggly, mousey-coloured hair, the smudges of dust streaked across the chubby face, and the washed-out dress under the washed-out pinny. The seams of the dress were all burst open, and Maggie would lay bets that there’d be a couple of pins holding the hem up. ‘If Bill walked in now and saw you looking such a mess, he’d have a fit! And as for this … well! I just give up!’ Maggie snorted in disgust at the chaotic state of the room. Clothes had been flung over the backs of chairs, and those that had missed their target were left to lie on the floor with the cast-off shoes, toys and newspapers. ‘If I said this place looked like a pig sty, I’d be insulting the pigs!’


A lazy smile spread across Eileen’s face. ‘Don’t be gettin’ yer knickers in a twist, missus! I’ve got two days off work to celebrate the end of the war, an’ I’m gonna do just that! I’m gonna celebrate like I’ve never bloody celebrated before.’


Maggie tutted. ‘What have I told you about swearing? If Bill hears you, you won’t half get it in the neck, I’m warning you!’


Despite her words, Maggie was having trouble keeping her face straight. She could never hold out long against her daughter’s infectious humour. ‘You know, I must have a screw loose, putting up with you all these years!’ Maggie scraped her chair back. ‘Come on, let’s get ourselves tidied up.’


Eileen stretched across the table and clasped her mother’s arm. ‘Sit down a minute, Mam, I’ve got something to tell yer.’


Maggie was so used to having her leg pulled, she hesitated. But there was something about the set of Eileen’s face that made her curious, so she sat down. ‘Make it snappy, or we’ll never be ready in time.’


‘I was goin’ to tell yer tonight, when we had more time. But I’ll tell yer now, save yer walkin’ round like a wet week.’ Eileen licked her finger and rubbed it over a tea stain on the oilcloth covering the table. ‘Remember when Mary and Harry got married and went to live in Orrell Park?’ She looked up to see her mother’s eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘Just be patient, Mam! All will be revealed as I go along, but I’ve got to start at the beginning. I know I skitted Mary about goin’ to live in a posh house, an’ everythin’, but deep down I was a bit jealous. Every time I went up there and saw how nice she kept the house, and then came back to this dump, it was like a slap in the gob.’


‘You can’t compare yourself with Mary!’ Maggie said heatedly, quick to defend the daughter she’d watched struggle for the last five years. ‘Mary didn’t have three kids to look after, and go out and earn a living! She had a husband bringing in a good wage every week!’


‘I know that, Mam! And I don’t begrudge Mary a thing, honest I don’t, ’cos she’s me best mate! And it wasn’t Harry’s fault that the Forces wouldn’t have him! But seein’ their house, an’ our Rene’s posh house at the Old Roan, well it started me thinkin’,’ Eileen grinned into her mother’s flushed face. ‘D’yer know Cookson’s shop in Walton Vale? Well, for the last three and a half years I’ve been puttin’ five bob a week away in a club there. And yer know what, Mam? I’ve got me club card upstairs with forty pound ten shillings on it.’


‘Go way!’ Maggie gasped. ‘Fancy you not letting on all this time.’


‘I didn’t tell yer at first ’cos I didn’t think I could keep it up! Yer know what I’m like with money, it goes through me hands like water. And I didn’t half miss that five bob every week in the beginning, I can tell yer! Many’s the time I was tempted to use it, like when our Billy wanted new kecks and was walking round nearly bare arsed, or when the sole came off our Joan’s shoes. Then I’d think of Mary’s house, an’ our Rene’s, and I held out. Then after a while, when I could see the money mounting up, I was determined to carry on, no matter what.’ Eileen looked directly into her mother’s eyes. ‘Isn’t that a nice surprise, Mam?’


‘You can say that again!’ Maggie was flabbergasted. ‘What are you going to do with all that money?’


‘Mr Cookson said he’ll get me a dining room suite for here, an’ something for the bedroom. It’ll only be that Utility stuff they’re makin’ now, but Mr Cookson said it’s very good.’


‘I don’t know what to say, love!’ Maggie was so happy for her daughter she felt like crying. It was about time something nice happened in her life.


‘There’s more to come, Mam!’ Eileen’s eyes were lost in the folds of flesh that crept upwards when she laughed. ‘I may as well give yer all the good news in one go, so as yer can get that worried look off yer gob an’ enjoy yourself! I’ve got enough Sturla’s cheques in me bag, an’ clothing coupons, to rig us all out for Bill comin’ home. That’s me, you an’ the kids. Oh, an’ yer’ll be pleased to know I’ve booked an appointment to ’ave me hair permed next week, when I’m on night shift.’


‘Well, I never!’ Maggie’s head moved from side to side. ‘I can’t believe it! Here’s me been worrying meself to death about Bill coming home to this mess. I had visions of him walking in, taking one look round and walking straight out again.’


‘Mam, if he’s missed me as much as I’ve missed him, he won’t be interested in anywhere but the bedroom.’ Eileen saw her mother’s embarrassed blush and laughed. ‘I know you think I’m a loose hussy, but I couldn’t care less! If I have me own way, no one will see Bill for a week.’


Maggie tutted. ‘You’d make the devil himself blush, you would! I don’t know who you take after, but it’s certainly not me!’


‘Oh, aye! What did yer coal man look like?’ Eileen roared. ‘Or perhaps it’s the milkman I take after!’


This time Maggie’s chair was pushed back with a vengeance. ‘You can please yourself, but I’m going to get ready for the party.’ She left the room in a huff, but Eileen’s long guffaws followed her up the stairs and by the time Maggie reached the landing she was doubled up with laughter. The last five years might have been hard going, but she wouldn’t have swapped living with her eldest born for the grandest mansion in the world.




Chapter Two


Church bells, silent for so long, rang out their message of thanksgiving. The ships in the Mersey blew their sirens and bus and car drivers hooted their horns. It was a day for rejoicing and it seemed the whole population of Liverpool had turned out to celebrate as one big family. Main roads were packed tight with people who wanted to share their relief, joy and pride. Friends stopped to hug and kiss, their laughter mixed with tears. Complete strangers were shaken by the hand and embraced, and anyone wearing a service uniform was surrounded by a back-slapping crowd and hailed as a hero. Even those who had lost loved ones on the battle fields or in the blitz of nineteen forty-one, when so much of the city was destroyed, came out to celebrate the defeat of Hitler and Mussolini. The atmosphere was heady with emotion as people linked arms to sing ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ and Vera Lynn’s other much loved song, ‘We’ll Meet Again’. And long snake-like lines were formed as revellers danced the conga across busy main roads, bringing traffic to a standstill. Bus drivers were seen to leave their vehicles to join on to the end of these human chains. Timetables were thrown to the wind as legs kicked out to the accompaniment of ‘Aye, aye, Conga!’


This was a day for the history books, and people up and down the country were determined to make it a memorable one.


In hundreds of side streets, neighbours were celebrating with parties of their own. But if a prize were to be given to the most noisy and boisterous, it would surely go to Bray Street. And it wasn’t the children making the noise, either! They’d been stunned into silence at the sight of their kitchen tables being carried out to be added to a line which stretched down the centre of the cobbled street. And when the food appeared they were wide-eyed with amazement. They’d never seen so much food in their lives. The jellies were made from gelatine, the cakes with powdered egg and the blancmange with powdered milk, but to the kids it was like something from a fairy tale. With paper hats on their heads, they tucked in with gusto, afraid the mirage would disappear before their eyes. And while the children were feasting themselves, the grown-ups indulged in the beer and port wine they’d clubbed together to buy. So by the time the food had been demolished, the grown-ups were full of merriment and ready to let themselves go. The men removed some of the tables, Tommy Wilson was persuaded to bring his accordion out, and the party started in earnest.


‘In the name of God, just look at the state of her!’ Maggie was leaning against the wall watching the antics of her daughter. Wearing her best blue floral dress, and without a pinny for once, Maggie didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘What would you do with her?’


‘Don’t be worrying,’ Ada Wilson was holding her tummy, laughing at the sight of Eileen attempting a tango with Cissie Maddox. Two eighteen-stone women tripping the light fantastic was a sight that brought tears to Ada’s eyes. ‘She’s the life and soul of the party!’


‘Is that what she is?’ Maggie answered dryly. ‘I think she’s had a few too many drinks.’


At that moment Tommy Wilson broke into a Scottish reel and Cissie gave up. ‘I’ve had it,’ she gasped.


‘Go on!’ Eileen puffed. ‘Yer can’t take it!’ She was out of breath, but being on her own didn’t deter Eileen. With one hand on her head and the other on her ample hip, she broke into a jig. With an audience clapping and cheering her on, she lifted a leg and began twirling it around, showing the legs of her knickers which were minus the elastic.


It was at this moment that Mary and Harry Sedgemoor, with their two children, turned into the street. ‘Oh, my God, I don’t believe it!’ Harry was giving two-year-old Tony a piggy back, and he held on tight to the child’s hands as he roared with laughter. ‘Do you see what I see, or are my eyes deceiving me?’


‘Oooh, I wish we had a camera,’ Mary chuckled. ‘We could pull her leg soft over this.’


‘Auntie Eileen!’ Three-year-old Emma made a dash forward and Mary had to grab her quick. ‘I want to see Auntie Eileen!’ The little girl struggled to free herself so she could run to her favourite Auntie. ‘Let go of me, Mummy, please!’


The music stopped, and as Eileen mopped the sweat from her brow she spotted her friends. ‘Yer’ll ’ave to bring the next turn on now, folks! Me mates have arrived.’


Moving through the crowds, Eileen held her arms wide. ‘Where’s my two little sweethearts, then?’


Emma reached her first and was clasped in a bear hug when young Tony pulled on Eileen’s skirt. ‘Lift me up, Auntie Eileen,’ he lisped. There hadn’t been many pleasures in Eileen’s life in the past five years, except for her three kids and her mother. But there were two that would always stay in her mind. And that was when Mary and Harry had asked her to be godmother, first to Emma, and then to Tony. And she loved the two children as though they were her own.


‘Yer’ve missed all the eats!’ Eileen looked over the heads of the children. ‘I thought yer’d ’ave been here ages ago.’


‘We would have been, but we had to stop and look at all the decorations,’ Mary was still giggling over the sight of the big woman doing the Highland fling. ‘Do I need to ask if you’re enjoying yourself?’


Eileen grinned sheepishly. ‘Well, what the hell, kid! The war’s over and my feller will be home soon! Isn’t that something to be happy about?’


Harry patted his pocket. ‘I’ve got a camera in here, and the next time you give me cheek in work, I’m going to let everyone see your version of a Scottish reel.’


Harry was Eileen’s boss in the munitions factory. But he was much more than that … he was a good mate. ‘Blackmail, eh? Well, two can play at that game, old son!’


‘I should be so lucky to have done something you can blackmail me with,’ Harry began to shake with laughter. ‘I noticed you’ve got your blue ones on today.’


‘Go on with yer, yer cheeky bugger!’ Eileen’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Oh, isn’t Auntie Eileen naughty for swearin’,’ she looked down into two pairs of bright eyes, one vivid blue, the other a deep velvety brown. ‘Shall we give Auntie Eileen a smack?’


‘No!’ chorused the two children. They loved this big woman who always made them laugh. ‘You’re not naughty … is she, Mummy?’


Torn between teaching them right from wrong, Mary compromised, ‘Auntie Eileen isn’t naughty, but the words that come out of her mouth are sometimes very naughty. But we’ll forgive her this time, shall we?’


‘Let’s go in and I’ll make yez a cuppa.’ Singing ‘Roll Out The Barrel’, and with a tiny hand clasped in each of hers, Eileen swayed through the crowd, which had quietened down without her to lead the singing. ‘Make way folks! I’ll just ’ave five minutes with me mates, then I’ll be out again.’


‘There yer go!’ Eileen lifted the two children on to the couch. ‘I’ll scrounge yez some lemonade in a minute, but let me see to yer mam and dad first.’ With a grin on her face and her eyes twinkling with happiness, Eileen turned to Harry. ‘D’yer want tea, or something stronger? I’ve got a little drop of the hard stuff put away especially for you.’


‘Go on, you twisted my arm,’ Harry laughed. ‘But I’ll need more than a drop to catch up with you.’


‘What yer want and what yer’ll get are two different things, mate! Don’t forget there’s been a war on, an’ luxuries are in short supply.’ Eileen waddled towards the kitchen muttering under her breath so the children couldn’t hear. ‘I’ll soon be gettin’ somethin’ that’s been bloody well non-existent for the last five years! An’ that’s a man in me bed!’ Eileen struck a match over a gas ring and put the battered kettle on. She knew Mary wouldn’t touch whisky, so she’d make her a cuppa. From the kitchen cabinet she took two glasses and a half bottle of whisky which, after several sly drinks, was already half empty. Her eyes squinting, she measured two equal amounts into the two glasses then slyly hid the bottle at the back of the crockery in the cupboard. With a glass in each hand she turned to the living room, but stopped at the door. Emma was sitting on Mary’s lap while young Tony stood between Harry’s knees. What a lovely-looking family they are, Eileen thought. Mary, at twenty-five, was beautiful, with her long, blonde, naturally curly hair, wide vivid blue eyes, long dark eyelashes beneath perfectly shaped dark brows, gleaming white teeth and skin as smooth as a baby’s bottom. With a figure as good as any film star, she was a real cracker. And Emma was the spitting image of her. She was going to be a beauty when she grew up.


Eileen’s eyes went to Harry and Tony. There was nothing of Mary in Tony, he was a tiny replica of his dad, with dark hair and deep brown eyes. He even had a dimple in his chin, like Harry. If he grew up to be as handsome as his dad, with the same kind nature, he wouldn’t go far wrong.


Eileen sniffed. There’d been times when the Sedgemoors’ marriage hadn’t been all sweetness and light, but thank God that was all behind them now.


‘I’ve put the kettle on to make yer a cup of tea, kid!’ Eileen bustled in. ‘The kettle won’t be long.’ She placed a glass in front of Harry. ‘Get that down yer, mate!’


Footsteps came running down the hall and Eileen groaned. ‘The charge of the bloody Light Brigade! No peace for the wicked.’


‘Hi, Auntie Mary! Hi, Uncle Harry!’ Eileen’s two daughters ran in, breathless. ‘Can we take Emma and Tony out to the party?’ The two girls looked like twins, but there was two years between them. Edna, the baby of the family, was ten, but she was as tall as twelve-year-old Joan. And, Eileen was fond of saying, she was a damn sight more forward and cheeky. Both as thin as rakes, they had their mother’s mousey-coloured, straggly hair and hazel eyes. Today they’d been allowed to wear their best dresses, and, much to Eileen’s surprise and relief, they’d managed to keep them clean.


‘D’yer want to come and hear the music, Tony?’ Joan coaxed, while Edna stood in front of Emma asking the same question. ‘We’ll look after them, Auntie Mary, promise!’


Mary looked across at Harry, and when he nodded she let Emma slip from her knee. ‘No going out of the street, d’you hear?’


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake!’ Eileen’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. ‘Will yer stop mamby-pambying them, kid! Anyone would think the wind was goin’ to blow them away!’ Emma and Tony were out of the door like a shot before their mother had time to change her mind, and Eileen grinned. ‘Mind you, there’s times I’ve wished for a gale force wind to blow my three away.’


‘Where’s Billy?’ Mary asked. ‘I haven’t seen him around.’


Billy was Eileen’s eldest and the apple of her eye. She’d deny she had a favourite, and she really did love all her kids, but Billy was special because he looked so much like his dad. ‘He’s gone down to Walton Vale to see some of his mates.’ There was pride in Eileen’s voice. ‘He’s fourteen in a few weeks, yer know. He’ll be leavin’ school in July an’ gettin’ himself a job.’


‘He’s a big lad for his age.’ Harry finished off his whisky. ‘He’d easy pass for sixteen.’


‘Don’t I know it! When he was younger I couldn’t keep him in kecks because he wore the arse out of them. Now he’s growin’ so fast he’s growin’ out of them before he has a chance to wear them out.’ A sly grin crossed Eileen’s face. ‘Not a word, but I’ve got him a pair of long kecks for when he starts work.’


‘Not before time,’ Harry told her. ‘He’s far too big for short trousers.’


‘He’s not goin’ in long trousers till he starts work,’ Eileen answered. ‘He might look grown up, but he’s still daft enough to go slidin’ down the railway embankment and tearin’ the arse out of his kecks.’ Her eyes widened as she pushed her chair back. ‘Oh, my God, I forgot I’d put the water on! There’ll be no arse left in me kettle!’


The empty whisky bottle stood in the middle of the table and Eileen’s face was flushed with the mixture of drink and excitement. Her glass clutched between her chubby hands and her dimpled elbows resting on the table, she grinned at her two best friends. She’d told them in great detail, and much pride, about the money she’d been saving in Cookson’s shop, and what she intended spending it on. ‘So, I won’t know meself in a few weeks time.’ Her words were slurred and she noticed the smile exchanged between Mary and Harry. ‘Okay, wise guys! But yer’ll be laughin’ the other shide of yer faces in a couple of weeks. Yer’ll ’ave to wipe yer feet before yer get over me doorstep, and yez’ll ’ave to stand up ’cos no one’s gonna be allowed to sit on me new furniture.’


Harry had no difficulty keeping his face straight. ‘Mrs Gillmoss, you are as drunk as a lord.’


‘An’ you, Mr Sedgemoor, are bloody jealous!’ Eileen tilted her head to drain the last drop of whisky. ‘Anyway, I’m not drunk!’ Mischief danced in her eyes. ‘A bit tiddly, perhaps, but not legless … yet!’


There was deep affection on Mary’s face for this big, loud-mouthed woman who was always there when you needed her. It was Eileen who had saved her sanity when things had seemed so bad Mary never thought she’d survive. ‘Before you get all this posh furniture, are you going to decorate?’


‘I’m goin’ to ’ave a bloody good go, kid! I want this place lookin’ like a palace for my Bill comin’ home.’


‘I’ll give you a hand,’ Harry was quick to offer. ‘I’ll scout around tomorrow and see if I can pick up some paper and paint. We could start at the weekend and between the two of us it shouldn’t take too long to do the whole house.’


‘That’s my mate!’ Eileen’s face screwed up in a wink. ‘With you to help, we’ll get through this place like a dose of salts.’


‘And me!’ Mary wasn’t going to be left out. It was always Eileen who had given, but now Mary saw a way of giving something in return. ‘I’ll get Doris next door to mind the children and I can give you a hand. I’m no good at paper hanging, but at least I can brush the floor and keep you going in cups of tea.’


Eileen stretched across the table and laid one hand on Mary’s arm and the other on Harry’s. She squeezed gently, ‘Me two best mates!’




Chapter Three


‘“Oh, I’ve got a loverly bunch o’ coconuts, ’ere they are all standin’ in a row”,’ Eileen sang at the top of her voice as she waddled down the hall, clapping her hands, her wide hips brushing the walls on either side. She was closely followed by Mary and Harry who were almost doubled up with laughter. ‘“Big ones, small ones, some as big as yer ’ead …”’ Eileen stopped singing as she stepped from the dark hall into the bright daylight. A second later her loud laugh rang out. ‘Ah, ay, kid! Wait till yer get an eyeful of this!’


‘Why, what’s up?’ Mary’s eyes followed Eileen’s pointing finger to a table where Emma and Tony were sitting. Their eyes were the size of saucers as they spooned red jelly into their mouths while watching the antics of the grown-ups. Someone had put two cushions on Tony’s chair, but even with the help of these his chin barely reached the top of the table, and most of the jelly was missing his mouth and landing on his blue and white romper suit.


‘Ooh!’ Mary growled through clenched teeth. ‘Just look at the state of him!’ She would have dashed forward but Eileen’s hand restrained her.


‘Knock it off, kid, it’s supposed to be a party! Yer can’t expect kids to look like angels all the time!’ Eileen’s head jerked towards Harry. ‘Is she always such a bloody fuss pot?’


Harry put his arm across Mary’s shoulders and squeezed. ‘Anything Mary does is okay with me.’


‘Oh, my Gawd!’ Eileen groaned. ‘All this sloppy stuff is makin’ me want to throw up!’ Suddenly her fat arms grabbed Mary round the waist, lifted her off her feet and spun her round. ‘Just you wait till my feller gets home, kid! We’ll show yez ’ow to coochy coo.’


Harry’s laugh accompanied Mary’s blush. ‘You’ll be out of practice, won’t you? If you want any advice, come to me.’


‘Yer cheeky bugger!’ Eileen lowered Mary to the ground. ‘It might ’ave been a long time, but I’ve got a bloody good memory!’ Her dig in the ribs almost sent Harry flying. ‘I could teach you a thing or two, clever clogs!’


‘For heavens sake don’t encourage her!’ Mary disentangled herself from Eileen’s arms. ‘I’m going to see to the children. You two can get on with it.’


‘Whoops!’ Eileen watched Mary walk away, thinking how pretty she looked in her white summer dress, her long blonde hair bouncing on her shoulders. Then the big woman turned to wink at Harry. ‘Is your wife’s mind really as pure as the driven snow?’


Harry tapped the side of his nose with a finger. ‘Ah, now, that would be telling tales out of school.’


‘Nanna!’ Tony shrieked as he ducked under Mary’s hand and slid from the chair. ‘Here’s Nanna and Granddad, Mummy.’


Mary turned to see Harry’s mum and dad walking towards them. She watched with a smile on her face as Lizzie Sedgemoor scooped Tony up in her arms while her husband, George, waited for Emma to catch up with her brother then lifted her high in the air. Every time Mary saw them with the children she felt a deep sense of gratitude. Because although Emma wasn’t their real granddaughter, she was treated exactly the same as Tony. Never, by word or deed, had they shown any favouritism. And one of these days, when she could pluck up the courage, she’d tell them how grateful she was.


‘I’ve had jelly, Nanna.’ Tony’s sticky fingers were clutching her hair, but Lizzie Sedgemoor didn’t care. She loved the bones of him, and Emma. And although at the time there’d been blue murder between her and Harry when he’d told her he was going to marry Mary Bradshaw even though she was expecting another man’s child, Lizzie had never regretted having Mary for a daughter-in-law. She’d turned out to be a good wife to Harry, and as a mother she was second to none. Emma was a real little lady, well spoken and well behaved. But young Tony, now, was a very different kettle of fish. He was a little devil, always into mischief like Harry had been at his age.


‘We thought you might be here.’ George had to shout to make himself heard above the noise. ‘There’s a party in our street, but it’s not a patch on this one.’


‘That’s because Eileen Gillmoss doesn’t live in your street,’ Harry answered, nodding his head to where Eileen was standing beside Tommy Wilson, her face doing contortions as she belted out the words of ‘When Irish Eyes Are Smiling’. ‘Eileen could have a party on her own!’


‘Aye!’ Lizzie grinned. ‘You don’t get many like her in a pound!’ She kissed Tony before asking, ‘Will you go to Daddy, sweetheart, while I go and sing with Auntie Eileen?’


‘Well I’ll be blowed!’ George’s mouth gaped in amazement. ‘I haven’t heard Lizzie sing in a month of Sundays!’ He sat down on a chair with Emma on his lap. ‘Mind you, she had a fair singing voice when she was a girl.’ Harry’s mother was a well-built woman, but standing between Eileen and Cissie Maddox, their arms around each others shoulders, she looked quite slim. When they’d sung all the Irish songs they could think of, they started on the Scottish, their voices louder than the rest of the crowd put together.


Maggie was sitting next to George, with Tony on her knee. Tired with all the excitement, the little boy had lost the fight to keep his eyes open and was fast asleep in the crook of her arm. Maggie looked over at Mary who was sitting on one of the tables, her legs swinging in time to the music. ‘Shall I put him on the couch for half an hour? He’ll never be able to sleep properly with all this racket.’


‘I’ll take him from you.’ Harry sprang to his feet. ‘When he wakes up we’ll have to make tracks home. We’ve left Mrs B. on her own long enough.’


‘It’s a pity Martha couldn’t be here to see this,’ George Sedgemoor said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it in all me born days.’


Harry took the sleeping child from Maggie and cradled him in his arms. ‘Yeh, but it’s not every day we win a war, is it, Dad?’


‘No, you’re right there, son!’


‘Ooh, me head’s splittin’!’ Eileen propped her chin on her hands. But even though she felt lousy, her sense of humour didn’t desert her. ‘And I wish yer’d stop swayin’ from side to side, Mam, yer makin’ me feel sea sick.’


‘Don’t come looking to me for sympathy.’ Maggie tried to look annoyed, but inside she couldn’t stop laughing. How come this daughter of hers could turn everything into a joke? You could never stay angry with her for long because she always came up with something funny. ‘Take a couple of aspirins and see if they help.’


‘Ain’t got none!’ Eileen faced her mother across the table. The party was still going strong outside, but when the Sedgemoors had left, Eileen decided she’d had enough. Her throat was sore and every bone in her body ached from the dancing. ‘It was some party though, Mam, wasn’t it?’


‘You can say that again!’ Maggie said. ‘And you certainly made the most of it, you made more noise than anybody.’


‘Well, considerin’ the size of me, I’d sound bloody funny with a little pip squeak voice, now wouldn’t I?’ Eileen laid her palms flat on the table and rested her head on them. ‘I’ll just calm down for a few minutes, then I’ll go an’ see what the kids are up to.’


‘The two girls are playing in the street, so leave them for a while and have a rest.’ Maggie intended getting the girls upstairs before their mother could see the state of their new dresses. They’d been crawling under the tables playing tag, and they were filthy. But if she washed them first thing in the morning, Eileen wouldn’t know any different. What the eye don’t see, the heart don’t grieve, Maggie thought. ‘Billy came back before, but you were too busy enjoying yourself to notice him. He wanted to go up to his mates again, and I said he could but to be back by nine o’clock.’


‘Cooo-eee.’ The sound brought Eileen’s head up. ‘Oh, Christ! It’s our Rene!’


‘Sshh, she’ll hear you.’ Maggie just had time to hiss before her younger daughter came in with her husband, Alan, and Victoria, their three-year-old daughter. It was hard to imagine that Rene was Eileen’s sister, they were so different in every way. Rene was small and slim, with dark brown hair that was always set in the latest style, and attractive green eyes. She was always well dressed and well spoken. As Eileen would, and did say, she spoke as though she had a plum in her mouth.


‘Hello, Mum.’ Rene kissed her mother, then her eyes went to Eileen. ‘You look a bit rough! Been out there enjoying yourself?’


‘Yer could say that!’ Eileen twisted in her chair. ‘Hello, Alan! Yer won’t mind if I don’t stand up, will yer? Yer see, I’d fall flat on me face if I attempted to.’


‘Hello, Auntie Eileen.’ Victoria stood by Eileen’s side, her young face wearing a serious expression. ‘We didn’t have a party in our road.’


‘That’s because yez live in a posh road, sweetheart.’ Eileen grinned. ‘It’s only common folk like us what know ’ow to enjoy themselves.’


‘Sit down and I’ll make a pot of tea,’ Maggie fussed. ‘I can’t offer you anything to eat because everything we had went towards the party.’


‘That’s all right, Mum, we’ve had something to eat.’ Rene sat in the chair Maggie had vacated. ‘Alan went in to work this morning, then we went to see his parents. We had a bite to eat there.’


The chair croaked in protest as Eileen swivelled round to where Alan was sitting. She was very fond of Alan. He was well educated, his parents lived in a nice house in the posh part of Allerton, but he wasn’t a snob. Neither was he a coward. He’d been one of the first to join up, and because of his education he’d soon risen to the rank of Captain in the army. He was serving in the Middle East, under General Auchinleck, when he’d been wounded during the fighting, and his right arm had been so badly shattered he’d been shipped back to a hospital in England where his arm had been amputated. Everyone thought it would be the end of Alan’s working life, but with much patience, and enduring a lot of pain, he’d proved them wrong. He’d had an artificial arm fitted, and the army had kept him on, giving him a desk job in the Ministry of Defence office in Liverpool. He was a handsome man, tall with blond hair, bright blue eyes and a ready smile.


‘How’s yer mum and dad, Alan?’ Eileen hiccupped, and would have fallen off the chair if she hadn’t grabbed the edge of the table. God, she felt terrible. The room was spinning round, and Alan with it. But she made a valiant effort. ‘I bet they’re over the moon, now the war’s over.’


Alan could see Eileen’s face was growing greener by the minute, and she was swaying dangerously on the chair. ‘Mum and Dad are fine.’ He winked across at Rene before saying softly, ‘Why don’t you go and lie down for half an hour? You’d feel much better after a rest.’


‘Yes, come on, our kid!’ Rene moved round the table and took hold of Eileen’s arm. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’


Eileen was in no state to argue. Lumbering to her feet, and guided rather than supported by Rene, she staggered to the door. Holding on to the frame like grim death, she turned to Alan. ‘I’m sorry about this, Alan.’ The three hiccups came in quick succession and were followed by a sly grin. ‘Right now I might not know me arse from me elbow, but somewhere in this drunken brain of mine, I do know this is the happiest day of me bloody life!’


‘Well, thank God for that.’ Maggie flopped down on one of the chairs by the table and gave out a long sigh. Joan and Edna had been in and she’d taken their new dresses off and put them in the sink to steep. Dressed in their school gymslips, they’d gone out to play again, taking Victoria with them. ‘That’s one load off me mind! If our Eileen had seen their new dresses, she’d have had a fit.’


‘What beats me,’ Rene said, ‘is how anyone thinks the more they drink the more they should enjoy themselves! It’s ridiculous to get in the state our Eileen’s in!’


‘She’s the one who’ll suffer, not us!’ Maggie was quick to defend Eileen. She might criticise her daughter herself, but she wasn’t having anyone else do it. ‘Anyway, who can blame her? She’s not seen her husband for five years, and doesn’t know how he is except that he’s in some prisoner of war camp in Germany!’ Maggie shook her head. ‘She’s had to work hard for the last five years, has our Eileen! What with the kids to look after and going out to work! I don’t know how she’s kept up! And even if she has had too much to drink, I certainly don’t begrudge her wanting to show how happy she is.’
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