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Chapter One
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Liverpool 1933

 



‘EVE, WHERE’S ME COLLAR studs?’ Eddie Dobson’s voice, irritated and full of belligerence, came from the kitchen.

Eve raised her eyes to the yellow smoke-stained ceiling of the lounge bar and pursed her lips in annoyance. Could he never find anything himself? Did she always have to place everything right under his nose? The trouble with Eddie was that he was lazy and impatient. He just wouldn’t look for things.

‘They’re on the mantelpiece in that little china bowl thing!’ she shouted. ‘Where they always are,’ she added sotto voce.

Gathering up the two remaining dirty beer glasses she placed them at the end of the bar counter and attacked the brass handles of the beer pumps with a cloth. They should have been done hours ago, she thought with growing  annoyance, as should all the chores that still awaited her attention. They were of course part of Doreen’s job but there was always some excuse from that little madam as to why she had failed to do them. It was half past ten and there was no sign of the girl. A fine barmaid that one was - and now Eddie was off to see Mr Harrison at the brewery about the state of business, leaving her to cope with the dinnertime trade alone.

Turning, she caught sight of herself in the rather ornate mirror she’d insisted they put up behind the bar ‘to give the place a bit of class’. She’d had a serious argument with Eddie over that mirror. He’d said loudly and disparagingly that he wasn’t having the parlour of the George looking like ‘a tart’s bedroom’! She smiled to herself. Well, she’d won that argument.

‘Do I look like a tart? Do I?’ she’d demanded and of course he’d backed down.

She peered more closely at her reflection. She’d taken great care never to look remotely flashy or common but was she beginning to look her age? she wondered, smoothing down the short, neat dark curls and searching for telltale grey hairs. Her large, dark brown eyes had always been her most attractive feature - so everyone told her - and her nose was straight, her lips full and her complexion wasn’t bad. A bit pale perhaps, but wasn’t that only to be expected, being stuck behind this bar morning, noon and night? She certainly wasn’t going to resort to rouge or even a dab of lipstick rubbed into her cheeks. Lipstick and a dusting of face powder on special occasions were the only cosmetics she used.

She turned sideways, her hands on her hips. Not a bad figure even after three children. She hadn’t run to fat like so many did nor had she let herself go. She was petite and always took care with her clothes and appearance, as much as time and money would allow. ‘No, not bad for thirty-seven, girl!’ she said aloud, though the thought depressed her a little. She was fast approaching middle age.

Eddie came through the door fumbling with the stiff collar, his face red with the effort. ‘I can’t do this blasted thing up, I’m all thumbs. I hate these bloody meetings with Harrison, all bloody doom and gloom!’

Eve turned to her husband of over twenty years and grimaced. ‘You’re worse than a kid at dressing yourself! Come here, you’ll have that collar like a grubby rag at the rate you’re going.’

He shifted impatiently from foot to foot. ‘Why don’t you get me those shirts that have soft collars attached? Then there wouldn’t be this performance and I wouldn’t be half choked.’

Eve’s small fingers worked deftly on the fiddly stud. ‘Because they cost a small fortune for one thing and for another you’d have to have a clean shirt every day and I’ve enough to do without spending hours ironing dozens of your shirts! There! I don’t know what all the fuss was about.’

Eddie ran his finger around the collar and then turned and straightened his tie with the aid of the disputed mirror.

Eve leaned against the bar and watched him shrug on his best jacket. She had to admit that he was still quite a good-looking  man, even though he’d turned forty on his last birthday - a fact that had seemed to add to the constant state of disgruntlement that possessed him these days. There were a few strands of silver now in his fair hair and fine lines radiated from around his blue-grey eyes, but not too many. He was tall, nearly six foot two, and he’d been slim when they’d first been married. Years of standing behind the bar and joining his customers in a ‘swift half’ had thickened his girth; he had a definite paunch although she wouldn’t exactly call it a beer belly.

‘Right, I’m off,’ he announced, patting his pockets to make sure he had his keys and wallet.

‘And what time can I expect you back then?’

‘How the hell should I know, Eve! You know what old Harrison is like when he gets going.’

Eve sighed heavily. ‘Never having met him, I don’t know. Oh, take your time, I’ll manage.’

‘Well, there’s hardly likely to be a stampede, is there? Takings are down, that’s what this blasted meeting’s about, although just what I’m supposed to do about it I don’t know. I can’t drag them in, can I?’

You could try to stop drinking the profits and stay clear of the bookies, she thought, but said nothing. He was in a bad enough mood as it was.

After the door had closed behind him she glanced around and sighed again. The George wasn’t a big fancy pub like some in this city where competition for business was fierce. There seemed to be a pub on every single street corner. It was just a small hostelry on the corner of Upper Dawson  Street which opened out on to Williamson Square. There was the saloon bar, the lounge bar - which despite her efforts most people still called the parlour - and a small snug. The living accommodation comprised a large kitchen cum sitting room, three bedrooms, a storeroom and the privy in the yard. Not exactly palatial but she had to admit it was a damned sight better than the slum houses most of their customers were forced to live in, some of them packed five and six to a single room.

Taking a damp cloth, she began to wipe the tops of the small tables that were dotted around the room. Pale rays of spring sunlight filtered through the window panes, showing up the dust and glass marks. The whole place needed a good clean, to say nothing of a fresh coat of paint. Well, there was nothing she could do about the paint, no one was going to spend money on redecorating when there were so many people out of work, but at least she could give the place a clean - when that lazy little madam Doreen deigned to put in an appearance.

The room was stuffy and heavy with the odours of stale beer and tobacco smoke and she pulled open the door, wedging it wide with a folded beer mat. Upper Dawson Street was much quieter than either Williamson Square or Queens Square, both of which were busy all day long with the carts and wagons pulled by the huge, patient shire horses, delivering to the hotels, shops and warehouses. Peering down the narrow street, she caught sight of the girl making her way slowly along, frequently glancing at her reflection in the shop windows.

Eve glared at her. You’d think it was eight o’clock in the morning instead of nearly a quarter to eleven. Well, Miss Doreen Travis would be looking for another job if she didn’t buck her ideas up.

‘What time do you call this, miss?’ she demanded when the girl was within earshot.

Fiddling with a blonde curl, Doreen hurried her steps slightly and shrugged. ‘Me mam needed a few things from Cooper’s.’

Eve was openly derisive. ‘And when have the likes of you ever shopped at Cooper’s?’ she demanded. It was Liverpool’s most exclusive and expensive grocer’s, situated in Church Street and specialising in imported and exotic foods.

‘Since me da got home from sea and won’t drink nothing but coffee with his breakfast,’ the girl shot back.

‘Hasn’t he got all high and mighty since he signed on with Cunard! And since when do bedroom stewards get to drink coffee?’

‘He’s not a steward no more. Got promoted to waiter in first class on the Franconia. He gets to eat all kinds of fancy food now.’

‘Nice for him,’ Eve said cuttingly. ‘Now, get inside and give me a hand to give the lounge a bit of a spring clean. It’s a living disgrace.’

Doreen flounced in. ‘I’m a barmaid not a flaming cleaner,’ she muttered sullenly. She’d spent an hour painting her nails with the new varnish she’d bought in Woolworths yesterday, now it would be ruined.

‘And you won’t be either if business doesn’t pick up soon!’ Eve snapped. She was beginning to detest the girl. Not only was she lazy, she was hardfaced. God alone knew why Eddie had taken her on. To encourage trade, was the reason he’d given. Well, in her opinion a plainer, more hard-working and willing girl would have suited them better. Doreen Travis, with her peroxide blonde hair, painted nails and over-bright lipstick (to say nothing of the far too low-cut blouses she was so fond of wearing) was not much of an asset, in her opinion.

Handing Doreen a dishcloth and a bowl of hot soapy water, Eve instructed her to start stripping the shelves of the bottles behind the bar.

‘What’s the point in starting now? It’s nearly dinnertime - the fellers will be in soon,’ Doreen complained.

‘I know it’s nearly dinnertime, miss, and not a flaming thing done yet!’

‘Where’s Eddie?’

‘Gone to the brewery for a meeting, if it’s any of your business.’ Eve began to pull out all the chairs.

Doreen pulled a face at Eve’s back and began half-heartedly to wipe the bottles of spirits. If Eddie had been here she wouldn’t have to be doing this. Oh, no! She could twist him around her little finger. He liked her a lot, she knew that only too well. He was always finding excuses to flatter her and put his arm around her; once or twice he had kissed her: only on the cheek, mind, but it just showed you! It was why she got away with murder. He wouldn’t get rid of her. He was always telling her that she livened the place up.  She didn’t mind the work, actually. It was far better than many jobs. The hours were long but they were in other jobs too and here she could dress herself up and chat and flirt to her heart’s content - when Eve wasn’t around. She knew her presence had brought quite a few young fellers into the George who would have taken their custom elsewhere had she not been there to amuse them. And she was no fool either. She was twenty-four, for God’s sake, not a kid of seventeen. She knew what she wanted out of life and it wasn’t being stuck in a couple of dingy rooms with a gang of kids hanging on to her skirts, with not enough money or time to herself and a husband wanting to be waited on hand and foot. Oh, no! Doreen Travis wasn’t going to be a bloody skivvy to anyone!

They worked in hostile silence until a shout from the saloon bar interrupted their limited progress.

Doreen threw down her cloth thankfully. ‘I told you it was a waste of time starting this now, there’s Uncle Uk looking for his pint!’

‘You finish what you’re doing, I’ll go and see to him,’ Eve replied sharply, determined the girl wasn’t going to shirk the task she’d been set. Drying her hands, she went briskly into the other room.

The old carter was leaning on the bar, his cap pushed back revealing a face so weather-beaten it resembled old leather. ‘It’s like a bloody graveyard in ’ere, girl. Where’s everyone gone?’

Taking down a clean glass Eve began to pull a pint of Higson’s Best Bitter. ‘Eddie’s down the brewery and Doreen  and I are doing a bit of cleaning. Have you finished for the day then?’

Edward Bevington shook his head. Eve’s oldest daughter Sarah had been unable to pronounce his name as a child so she had christened him ‘Uncle Ukward’. Now he was known to all as ‘Uncle Uk’. He watched Eve carefully and licked his lips in anticipation. ‘Got one more load this afternoon but I’ll be puttin’ the poor auld horse out to grass at the end of the week at this rate. Them ships is coming in half empty an’ goin’ out the same way too. It’s the Depression in America, it’s affecting trade the whole world over!’

Eve nodded and placed the glass down in front of him. ‘That’ll be sevenpence, please.’

‘ ’Ave the brewery put the prices up again?’ he demanded.

‘Don’t start that! You know they went up last month.’

He grinned. ‘Worth a try, girl!’

Eve grinned back. ‘You never miss a trick, do you?’

‘Put it on the slate, luv. Yer know I’m good for it cum Friday.’

‘You’ll have me in the bankruptcy court yet!’

The man’s good humour deserted him and he stared gloomily into his pint. ‘You an’ me both, Eve, if things don’t look up soon. This city’s going to the dogs.’

Before she had time to reply the door opened and a group of men crowded in, all wearing rough jackets, moleskin trousers, mufflers, caps and heavy boots: the uniform of the poor working class.

‘No more work then, lads?’ Uncle Uk asked of them collectively.

‘Not a bloody ship in sight! Over a thousand fellers on the stands this mornin’ and only two ’alf-empty bloody freighters in eight miles of docks. I tell yer, it’s gettin’ bad, really bad.’

‘What’s up with yer face, Jacko? ’Ad an argument with a lamppost?’ Uncle Uk demanded of a thickset man who had a cut on his cheek and the beginnings of a black eye.

‘No, with some ’ard case from the south end,’ Jacko answered sullenly.

‘It’s gettin’ desperate, Uk. Yer’ve ter fight fer work and I mean fight! The blockerman threatened ter bring in the scuffers if there was any more trouble between the lads this mornin’,’ another said grimly.

‘A crowd of bloody youngsters started it, sayin’ they never get no work, it always goes ter the older fellers and it’s not fair. They’ve got kids ter feed too.’

Uncle Uk took a swig of his pint. ‘Reckon they’ve got a point.’

‘There’s not enough work fer us all when the docks are full, never mind ’alf empty. I’ll be goin’ on the Parish meself at this rate,’ Jacko added morosely.

Eve bit her lip. Things really were getting worse and she couldn’t put all these drinks on the slate, Eddie would have a fit. Yet she sympathised with them. It was humiliating to say the least to have to stand in pens like cattle, twice a day, and wait to be picked for a few hours’ work, if you were lucky. Even more degrading was the fact that they literally had to fight their fellow workers for the chance to earn a few shillings. Still, she had to make the position clear.

‘I’ve heard the brewery are going to insist we put a “No Credit” sign up over the bar,’ she said, grimacing apologetically.

‘It’s all right, girl, we’ve the price of a pint! We’re not lookin’ fer charity,’ the battered docker informed her.

She nodded with some relief but wondered just how they did manage to find the price of a pint when their wives were half demented trying to make ends meet. She’d begun to serve them when Jim Stokes from the newsagent’s and Alf Casey from the cobbler’s came in, followed, to her dismay, by Dick Taggart. He was one who’d start a row in an empty house.

‘Doreen! Come in here, I need you to serve!’ she called with some annoyance. The girl would have that smug, self-righteous grin on her face and be only too pleased to leave the cleaning.

‘Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!’ Dick Taggart grinned, his gaze taking in the tight-fitting pink floral blouse that dipped to a low V at the front.

Doreen basked in the attention as all eyes focused on her. She smiled archly and fluttered her eyelashes at Taggart. ‘What can I do for you, Dick? Dare I ask what’s your pleasure?’

The bar erupted in loud, raucous laughter and a few highly questionable comments.

Eve’s temper rose. ‘That’s enough of that! This is a respectable pub not a bawdy house on Lime Street!’ she snapped.

‘Just a bit of fun, girl!’ Taggart retorted, smirking.

‘Come in for a quiet pint and a bit of decent conversation and what do you get? A bloody bear pit!’ Jim Stokes muttered peevishly. He’d not had a good morning. Mary had been on top note for hours.

‘What’s up with yer gob? The missus been at yer all mornin’ then?’ Taggart snapped aggressively. Mary Stokes was a shrew of a woman.

Eve lost her temper. ‘Don’t you start, Dick Taggart! I’ve enough to do without having to call the scuffers in here to sort you out at just after twelve in the afternoon. Doreen, when you’ve served this lot you can get back to your cleaning!’

Doreen had had enough of Eve’s belittling comments. ‘Eddie took me on as a barmaid not a cleaner and—’

Eve cut her short. She had no intention of having a yelling match with the girl in front of this lot. ‘Well, Eddie’s not here, is he, so you’ll do as you’re damned well told!’

Doreen’s face went scarlet and she slammed down a glass of mild on the counter. ‘I won’t be treated like a flaming skivvy and Eddie’s the boss, not you! I’m not taking orders from you!’

Eve’s hand tightened on the pump and her cheeks burned. The girl had never openly defied her before. ‘You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head, lady, or there’s the door!’

There was complete silence in the room. Pints were ignored, conversation and newspapers abandoned at this fascinating turn of events.

The two women faced each other, both seething with rage. Finally Doreen turned away and snatched her bag  from under the counter. ‘Right then, I’m off! Tell Eddie I’ll call round later to see him and collect my wages!’ Ignoring the startled looks of the customers and Eve’s outrage, she strode to the door, yanked it open and let it slam shut behind her.

‘Looks like yer’re on yer own, girl!’ Uncle Uk commented drily, draining the last of his pint. ‘Fill it up again.’ He settled down to wait. It was going to be an interesting couple of hours until Eddie returned to sort out this little cat fight.

Conversation resumed. Eve was consumed with anger and run off her feet until young Harry Dempsey came round behind the bar to give her a hand.

‘She asked for that, Eve,’ he murmured when things had quietened down.

She smiled at him. He was a decent lad who lodged with Ma Flanagan and got work when he could at whatever he could. He was a good-looking young man too, with dark curly hair and dark brown eyes. He wasn’t as tall as Eddie but he was certainly slimmer. ‘She has been asking for that for a long time, the hardfaced little madam! Over an hour late this morning she was and me on my own.’

‘What’ll Eddie say?’

‘I don’t care what Eddie says! Anyway, after his meeting with the brewery we might not be able to afford a barmaid.’

‘Oh, I didn’t think things were that bad. I was sort of hoping that, well . . . you might take me on to replace her. I’m a hard worker, but not as . . . er . . . attractive.’ He laughed.

‘Do you think that one is attractive?’

He shrugged. ‘In an obvious sort of way. Some fellers like that kind, though.’

‘But not you?’

‘Not my type, Eve. Brassy, a bit of a gold-digger too, so I’ve heard.’

‘Good riddance, is what I say. What time is it?’

Harry consulted the clock on the far wall. ‘Nearly half past two, rush over. Just the stragglers left now. No hope of any work for them today.’

‘Then perhaps they’ll go home to their long-suffering wives, my feet are killing me.’

‘Why don’t you go and have a bit of a rest? I’ll see to things.’

Thankfully Eve nodded. Not only were her feet aching but her head was too and she knew there would be cross words with Eddie when he finally got home.

It was nearly half past three when she heard the kitchen door open. She sat up. She must have dozed off: her head felt muzzy.

‘What’s Harry Dempsey doing behind the bar?’ Eddie demanded. He’d got little satisfaction from the lad when he’d asked where Eve and Doreen were.

Wearily Eve got to her feet and put the kettle on. ‘He’s been helping out. There was a bit of a rush, then I got a headache so he said he would cope.’

Eddie took off his jacket and hung it on the back of a chair. ‘Where’s Doreen? Didn’t she turn up?’

Eve faced him squarely. ‘Oh, she turned up - late as usual - then there was a row and . . . and I sacked her!’

Eddie stared at her. ‘You did what?’

‘You heard. She was downright rude and refused point blank to do as she was told, so I said if she didn’t do what I asked, there’s the door. She left.’

‘Eve! She was the best barmaid we’ve ever had! Why the hell did you do that?’

Eve was stung. ‘The best barmaid? She was lazy, insolent, always late and she was just too . . . brazen! You should have heard what she said to Dick Taggart. Far too suggestive for a young girl. I won’t have staff making a show of me in my own pub and she was!’

‘God Almighty! I can’t leave you alone for a few hours without you start fighting with everyone.’

‘Not everyone, just that little madam.’

‘You never liked her, did you? What was it you really didn’t like, Eve?’

‘I’ve just told you, or are you deaf ?’

‘I know she could be a bit temperamental, like, but you just didn’t know how to get the best out of her.’

‘Was there even a best to get out?’

‘There was! Face it, Eve, you just didn’t like her because she was young and attractive, the fellers flocked around her and spent money. She was an asset we needed.’

‘Oh, don’t be such a bloody fool, Eddie Dobson! She’s tarty! She’s a peroxide blonde with a painted face and the morals of an alley cat. Why else isn’t she married? Most decent girls of her age are. We’re well rid of her. Harry’s a far better worker and he gets on well with the men and he can handle the troublemakers. I’d sooner pay him.’

‘Well, we can’t afford to pay anyone!’

Eve placed the teapot on the table and bit back the comment that they would have had to get rid of Doreen anyway. ‘So the meeting went badly?’

‘The takings are down, there’s to be no more credit allowed, we’ve to tighten our belts from now on. And a load of facts and figures that mean nothing to me.’

Eddie didn’t listen half the time, Eve thought impatiently. She was certain that had Mr Harrison explained everything to her she would have understood. She did understand figures, far better than Eddie did; in fact she often wondered if Eddie thought she was totally ignorant of business matters? To her they were relatively simple, there didn’t seem to be anything complicated about running a pub.

‘Then we’ll just have to do as he says. Tighten our belts. No more swift halves and no more bets on the horses.’

‘And no more new hats,’ he shot back, stung by her implications.

‘And when was the last time I even had a new hat?’ she retorted.

They stared at each other until Eve at last sighed. ‘Well, at least all the girls are working, thank God, and talking of girls, here’s our Sarah now. She must have finished early.’

Eddie sat down and sipped his tea. It had been a far from satisfactory day so far. Harrison’s droning, half-whining voice had given him a headache. He’d lost half a crown on a horse he’d been certain would win, he’d missed his tram and now he had the matter of Doreen to sort out. He had to get to  the bottom of this - and he owed the girl money. He’d go round to her house later on, when he could get a few minutes away from Eve and his three daughters, the eldest of whom was coming up the yard. By the look on her face, she too was far from happy.




Chapter Two
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SARAH DOBSON WASN’T IN the best of moods. She hadn’t been too upset when she’d been told that she was to finish early, because it had been a trying day. Business was slack at the Stork Hotel where she worked as a waitress. She seemed to have spent most of the day just looking for things to do. There had been few people for breakfast and even fewer for lunch and Mr Stevens, the head waiter, had been impossible to please.

‘You’re home early, luv,’ Eve greeted her, handing her a cup of tea.

‘The place is almost empty so he sent me home. I didn’t mind that but I’ll be short in my wages,’ Sarah said wearily. ‘I have to admit I’d sooner be rushed off my feet - at least the time doesn’t drag - but we’ve only been a quarter full for weeks now.’

‘Oh, don’t you start too! I’m sick of hearing just how bad business is for everyone,’ Eddie said sharply.

Sarah raised her eyebrows questioningly.

‘He’s been to see Mr Harrison - we’re on an economy drive,’ Eve said by way of an explanation, while grimacing apologetically at her eldest daughter for Eddie’s bad humour. Sarah was like Eddie in looks, she mused. Tall and slim with blue eyes and thick straight fair hair that was the bane of her life. She too was pale, Eve thought. Not enough time spent in the fresh air. When she wasn’t working she helped out a lot in the house and, when required, in the pub.

‘It’s a pleasant evening, why don’t you and our Lily go for a bit of a sail after tea? Go over to Seacombe or New Brighton on the ferry. It’ll do you good - both of you.’ And it will keep Lily out of mischief for once, Eve thought to herself.

‘I promised Maggie I’d help her with that dress she’s making,’ Sarah replied a little regretfully. She wouldn’t have minded a ferry trip and Maggie was such a misery at times.

‘And where did our Maggie get the money for new dresses?’ Eddie demanded. This was the first he’d heard of this extravagance.

Eve was losing patience. ‘Not from me! She bought the material herself from Blackler’s last week. She’s been saving up.’

Eddie wouldn’t let the subject go. ‘So, what’s the big occasion then?’

‘I told you the other day. She’s going to Billy’s granny’s for tea with his mam and dad.’

‘And what’s so special about Billy Wainwright’s granny?’ Eddie demanded.

‘She’s got a few bob, that’s what.’

‘And he’s hoping to get his hands on some of it!’ Sarah put in a little derisively. She didn’t have a very high opinion of her sister’s young man.

Not wishing to hear Eddie’s opinion on this matter, Eve began to clear the tea things. ‘You’d better get yourself behind the bar while I make a start on the meal. I’ll have the other two in soon and not a thing done.’

Both Sarah and her father reluctantly got to their feet. At least the bar would be fairly quiet and he’d get a bit of peace, Eddie thought. There was a horse he fancied in tomorrow’s three o’clock at Haydock, he’d have a look at the odds. Despite Eve’s comments he had no intention of cutting out his betting. A man had to have a bit of an interest. He was often lucky and he never bet more than he could afford to lose - unlike some fools he knew. Unknown to Eve he had a few pounds put away, for a ‘rainy day’.

Sarah went upstairs to take off her uniform and have a quick wash. Sitting on the edge of the bed in the room that, because of being the eldest, she had to herself, she studied her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. Mam was right, she did look pale. She frowned. It didn’t help that her eyebrows and eyelashes were so fair. Sometimes she thought she looked like a white rabbit. The frown deepened. Thinking like that wouldn’t improve her mood. She pinched her cheeks and then swept up her hair. If she were to wear it up, would it make her look too old? She sighed as she let the heavy locks fall down over her shoulders. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, stop depressing yourself into the ground, Sarah Dobson!’ she said sternly to her reflection. Maybe she should  cut her hair short; she’d ask Mam’s advice later on. Now she’d better get a move on.

When she returned to the kitchen, Sarah began to set the table. Eve smiled gratefully at her.

‘You know you really should get out more. You’re a great help but you need a life of your own, luv.’

‘I’m fine, Mam, honestly I am. You know I’ve never been one for running off to the Grafton or the Rialto.’

‘Maybe you should go dancing. You never seem to bother with lads. There’s our Maggie almost about to get engaged, I’m certain of it—’

‘Mam, if I couldn’t do better than Billy Wainwright I’d not bother at all!’ Sarah interrupted scornfully.

Eve grinned conspiratorially. ‘Don’t for God’s sake say I said so, but I agree! He’s a right wet week.’

‘And he does exactly as our Maggie tells him. I don’t think he’s got a mind of his own at all!’

‘Still, I suppose she could do worse. Look at our Lily, she seems to have the knack of picking the most unsuitable lads in the neighbourhood.’

‘Oh, leave her, Mam, she’s only a bit of a kid.’

‘That’s what worries me.’

‘She’s not a fool, Mam. I know she’s a bit scatty at times but she’s got her head screwed on the right way.’

‘I just hope so. I live in fear of her turning out like . . . well, like that brazen little madam that I sacked this morning.’

Sarah put down the plates she was laying out. ‘Doreen? Doreen Travis? You sacked her?’

Eve nodded. ‘I’d just about had enough of her. It’s good riddance!’

Sarah grinned. ‘Good for you, Mam.’ She’d never liked the girl.

‘Good riddance to who?’

They both looked up to see Maggie standing in the kitchen doorway, a deeply suspicious look on her face.

‘Oh, don’t worry, we weren’t talking about your precious Billy,’ Sarah replied, shooting an amused glance at her mother.

‘Doreen Travis. I sacked her this morning.’

‘Not before time either! She’s so undesirable, so Billy says.’

Sarah raised her eyes to the ceiling.

‘Oh, there’s many who would disagree with that! There’s quite a few who think her very desirable!’ Eve retorted.

Maggie sniffed. Some fellers were blind. In her opinion Doreen Travis was little better than a common tart, the only difference was she didn’t charge. She’d said as much to Billy, who’d been quite horrified at her bluntness, but it was true. She’d seen the carry-on of her with at least three different fellers in the back entry.

‘Mam, can we get the tea over early tonight? I’ve so much to do.’

Eve smiled at her middle daughter. Maggie was so serious and earnest. Eve didn’t know where she got it from. Not from herself and certainly not from Eddie. Oh, Sarah could be very down to earth but not as intense as Maggie, and as for Lily, well, she was just as Sarah had described her - scatty. Maggie did look like her mother. She was small with  the same dark curly hair and large brown eyes but there the similarity ended. She was strong-willed and determined and ambitious in her own unimaginative way. True, she was a hard worker and never complained about her job in McMillan’s Greengrocer’s, which meant she was up and out early and had to stand long hours on her feet in often cold and damp conditions. She complained only that her hands were a disgrace and her clothes got filthy. Sarah interrupted her thoughts.

‘So, I take it we’re not going to have the pleasure of Billy’s company tonight?’

‘You know he’s not coming round tonight. I’d never get my dress finished with him fussing.’

‘What’s she like, his granny?’ Sarah probed.

‘I don’t know, I’ve never met her. That’s why we’re going on Sunday.’ Maggie wouldn’t admit it but she was very apprehensive about this visit. According to Billy old Mrs Wainwright was a bit of a tartar and he’d stressed how important it was that she approved of Maggie. All their plans depended on it. Maggie got on well enough with Billy’s mam and dad but the old lady was a different kettle of fish.

‘You’ll look just great, Maggie. She’ll be delighted with you.’ Eve had noticed the look of apprehension on Maggie’s face.

‘Of course she’ll like you. Who wouldn’t?’ Sarah added.

‘Is there any sign yet of a meal on that table? All I can hear is you three nattering fifteen to the dozen. My belly thinks my throat’s been cut!’ Eddie asked impatiently, sticking his head around the door.

‘Is it quiet in there, Da?’ Sarah asked.

‘As the grave!’

‘Maybe word’s got round already that there’s to be no more credit given,’ Eve said quietly.

‘A right Job’s comforter, isn’t she?’ Eddie said gloomily before disappearing back into the saloon bar in the hope that soon there would be someone to air his grievances to and put a few coppers in the till.

Eve was just dishing out the meal when Lily, breathless and laughing, burst into the kitchen.

‘God, those Molloy lads are the end!’

‘Now what have you been up to?’ Eve demanded.

‘They had a dead rat and they chased me with it all the way up the street!’ Lily laughed.

‘It’s about time they all grew up. The age of them!’ Maggie said, full of disapproval.

‘They have poor Agnes half out of her mind with the carry-on of them,’ Eve added, thinking of her neighbour’s often repeated cry that her four youngest would end up in a reformatory.

‘Oh, it’s only a bit of fun, Mam.’ Lily was unrepentant.

‘Well, you can just calm yourself down and after tea you can give these two a hand, you’re the apprentice seamstress, ’ Eve instructed.

Lily was instantly up in arms. ‘Oh, Mam, do I have to? I spend all day flaming well sewing and I was going to go to the Royal Court, there’s a good variety show on and it’s cheaper mid-week!’

Eve shook her head. It hadn’t been easy to get Lily an  apprenticeship. They were harder and harder to come by now that ready-to-wear clothes were so popular. The number of dressmaking establishments had dwindled considerably but it was still a much-sought-after trade. She sighed to herself as she thought of her youngest daughter. At seventeen Lily was the prettiest of her girls. She had Eddie’s height and his best features, including his blue eyes, but her hair was thick, dark and curly and worn long. She was also strong-willed, inclined to be flighty, rather impatient and possessed of a burning desire to be ‘famous’, although just exactly what she meant by that Eve couldn’t fathom. She doubted Lily even knew herself. The girl was full of the exuberance of the young who hadn’t yet experienced the hardships and disappointments of life. Everything was exciting to Lily, everything except her job.

‘Oh, Lily! That show is on all week and I’ve only got four days to finish my dress!’ Maggie cried. She’d banked on her sister helping with the more awkward bits.

‘And don’t go saying anything to Da about going to the theatre,’ Sarah warned.

‘I’m only going in the gods! It’s all I can afford. What’s up with him anyway?’

‘He’s not had a good day,’ Eve said.

‘He had to go to the brewery and Mam sacked Doreen,’ Sarah added.

Lily giggled.

‘What’s funny about that?’ Maggie asked.

‘Davie Todd told me he interrupted that one giving their Frank a knee-trembler in the Stokeses’ doorway last night!’

‘Lily Dobson, wash your mouth out!’ Maggie cried, horrified.

‘Don’t you let your da hear you saying things like that, miss! You’re too forward for my liking and you shouldn’t be discussing things like that with Davie Todd. What must he think of you?’ Eve reprimanded.

Lily pulled a face. ‘I only told you so you’d know what kind of a girl she is.’

‘We already know that. That’s why Mam got rid of her,’ Sarah said flatly.

‘Shut up all of you, here’s your da. And, Lily, don’t you dare repeat that!’ Eve hissed. ‘Right, Eddie, it’s on the table. Leave that door open so if anyone does come in we’ll hear them.’

Only one person came into the bar and Eve went through to serve. It didn’t help Eddie’s mood and he sat wondering what excuse he could give to get out to see Doreen for an hour. Did he need one? he asked himself. Was he or was he not master in his own house? Eve usually said where she was going but he never demanded that she tell him. Well, if she wanted to know he would just say he was going out, and that was it! Besides, the thought of standing all night listening to the woes of the handful of customers who might come in depressed him.

When the meal was over all three girls cleared away, Eve went back into the bar and he sat in the corner with his copy of the Echo, but his bit of peace was short-lived. Within minutes the room was filled with paper patterns, yards of material, reels of cotton and three rather noisy and impatient  girls. After he’d been asked to move his feet for the third time, he folded the newspaper and got up. It was just the excuse he needed.

‘Right, I’m off out for an hour or two. It’s like a bloody circus in here.’

‘Da, it’s no use carrying on, I told you we needed the kitchen tonight. I’ve got to get this finished by Sunday!’ Maggie said.

‘I don’t know why you and Billy Wainwright don’t go and take up residence with his flaming granny, then I might get some peace!’

Maggie ignored him.

‘Hadn’t you better tell Mam where you’re going?’ Sarah asked.

‘What the hell for? Am I not allowed out on my own now? Do I have to ask permission?’ he snapped.

‘I’ll go and give her a hand if she needs it,’ Lily said, raising her eyes to the ceiling.

‘No, you won’t. I need you here,’ Maggie reminded her.

‘I’ll go if needs be,’ Sarah intervened as Eddie slammed out.

Still annoyed that her visit to the theatre had had to be postponed, Lily held up the yellow and white sprigged cotton her sister had bought. ‘I still don’t think this colour will suit you, Maggie.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lily, don’t start her off again. Give me that pattern and let’s get started or we’ll be up all night!’ Sarah admonished.
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Eddie took a deep breath of evening air as he closed the yard door behind him. It was good to get out. He was fed up with the pub. He’d been in the business for most of his life. He’d virtually grown up in the place. His father had been the licensee before him and his mam had always impressed upon him how lucky he was to be allowed to take over after his da had died suddenly of a heart attack. Three months later his mam had announced that she was going to live in Chester with her sister Florrie, who had never got over losing her husband in the Great War. Eve had been delighted at that. At last they’d be on their own, running the pub without any interference, she’d said. He pulled the collar of his jacket up around his ears, for the wind was cold. She’d been so different then, had Eve. She’d never snapped at him, never nagged, never challenged any of his decisions, never belittled him. When had she changed? When she’d had Lily? And when had he stopped loving her? He shrugged. What did it matter now, he was out of the place for an hour. Sometimes he felt as though the women were stifling him. The house always seemed to be full of them and all the noise and clutter that went with them. He felt depressed. He was fed up with worrying about the state of trade. Fed up with listening to Eve worrying over her girls. Fed up with this poverty-stricken, depression-hit city. Life seemed to be passing him by. He was forty, a middle-aged man and the fact that his daughters were fast becoming young women served only to emphasise that fact. And, to cap it all, it had been very high-handed of Eve to sack Doreen as soon as his back had been turned.  Doreen had certainly brightened up his life recently. She’d always been a flirtatious girl, and not only with him, but he’d been surprised and very flattered when a couple of weeks ago, after Eve had gone to bed and he and Doreen had been clearing up the bar, she had made a deliberate pass at him. A pass that had turned into something far more serious. They weren’t exactly having an affair: they had only managed to make love hastily and furtively in the cellar three times, but she made him feel young, virile and desirable. He’d even gone so far as to boast that he wasn’t totally tied to Eve’s apron strings, he had a fair bit of money put by and could give a girl a good time, which wasn’t exactly true. He didn’t have that much money and his time usually had to be accounted for - or did it? Whatever, he wasn’t going to let her go. All the long hours behind the bar would be unbearable without her.

It wasn’t far to the house where Mr and Mrs Travis lived with their two youngest kids. The others were all grown up and married.

‘Evening, Mrs Travis, is Doreen in?’ he asked when the door was opened to him.

‘You come to pay her what you owe her, seeing as how that snotty wife of yours give her the push?’ the woman demanded argumentatively.

‘Yes. That’s what I’ve come to see her about.’

She was slightly mollified. ‘You’d best come in then.’

He followed her along the dark narrow lobby towards the kitchen.

‘Eddie Dobson’s here to see you, girl,’ she called.

Doreen came to the kitchen door and shot a warning look at her mother. ‘We’ll go in the parlour.’

Mrs Travis sniffed and closed the kitchen door.

Doreen wasn’t really surprised to see Eddie, although he’d never been to her house before. She’d known he would be furious with Eve. He’d often complained about his wife’s high-handed ways and she’d always been sympathetic and had supported his views.

‘I was going to come down and see you later, Eddie. Sit down.’

Eddie glanced around, surprised to see that the room was quite well furnished, and sat down on the edge of the overstuffed, shiny hide sofa. ‘Look, Doreen, luv, I’m sorry about that . . . misunderstanding this morning. Eve had no right to sack you. No right at all!’

Doreen sat down beside him and looked upset. This was promising. ‘She doesn’t like me, Eddie, I don’t know why. I mean I try, I really do, but she started bossing me around, treating me like a skivvy and then showing me up in front of all those fellers!’ Her bottom lip trembled and she dabbed at her eyes.

Eddie was perturbed. ‘Come on, luv, don’t upset yourself. You know if I’d been there it wouldn’t have happened. I won’t have you treated like that!’

Doreen sniffed and pressed the handkerchief to her eyes. ‘Oh, Eddie, I know that, but you weren’t there and I’d . . . well, I’d just had enough! I’m so upset, I really am!’

He put his arm around her comfortingly. He felt very protective of her and somehow more powerful. After all, he  made the decisions, not Eve. ‘I know, luv, and I’m so sorry. Don’t cry, you know I hate to see you like this. I won’t have it!’

Doreen glanced at him from beneath her tear-stained lashes. This was going to be so easy. She knew he was fed up with Eve: she was so dour and always seemed to be carping and nagging at him. Doreen nestled closer to him. An idea had been forming in her mind for quite a while that appealed to her greatly, and the events of the morning had made her determined to put it into action. She’d had all afternoon to think about her position. She was twenty-four and going nowhere, as her father had reminded her scathingly when she’d come home and told them the tale of her dismissal, suitably edited, of course. There wasn’t a man she even half fancied in the entire neighbourhood, let alone wanted to marry. She had quickly deduced that it would be impossible for her to replace Eve as landlady of the George. Eve would never stand for that, she’d fight her every inch of the way. So, why not extract Eddie from his family? He’d told her he had quite a bit of money and could give a girl a good time. He wasn’t young, but was that a disadvantage? He was putty in her hands, he’d treat her well and she was sick of working and sick of living with her mam and da and, come to think of it, she was sick of living in this city with its increasing misery and unemployment. She wanted to see places, do things,  live!

‘You will come back? The place isn’t the same without you,’ he begged. Her closeness was having a very strange effect on him.

‘Can you afford me? She said you’d gone to the brewery. What did they say?’

‘Don’t you worry about that. I’ll find your wages.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, Eddie. I’m getting so sick of everything! I feel as though I’m being stifled!’

He sighed. ‘I know what you mean.’

‘No, you don’t! You’ve got the pub and . . . everything. What have I got? Nothing!’ She dabbed her eyes again.

‘You’re young! You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. I haven’t, and believe me I’m pretty sick of my life at the moment!’

‘Are you really?’ she breathed. This was very promising.

‘You’ve no idea what it’s like living with that lot!’

‘It must be terrible,’ she murmured as she slid her hand up his chest and around his neck. ‘Don’t you wish sometimes that you could just . . . go? Do all the things you want to do? Go where you want to go without worrying about anyone else? I know I do.’

Eddie felt the room growing warmer - or was it just him? Her fingers were stroking the back of his neck and his insides were churning. He felt excitement stir in him. ‘Do you?’ he at last managed to say.

‘Oh, I do, Eddie! But . . . but it would depend on . . . who I was with.’ She was so sure of herself now. She could feel him trembling. He wanted her, she was experienced enough to be certain of it. ‘And you know how much I like you. I really do, Eddie.’ She raised her head and kissed him full on the mouth.

Eddie was lost. He couldn’t help himself. He surrendered  entirely to the force of the passion that was consuming him. He kissed her hungrily and slid his hand down to her breast. She uttered a cry of pleasure and arched her back, pressing herself against him, urging him on.

As he became more demanding she pulled away. ‘Eddie! Eddie, stop!’

He reached for her again, his senses inflamed. ‘Oh, God, Doreen, I need you!’

‘I know you do and I . . . I want you, Eddie, I really  want you, but not here! Mam could come barging in at any minute.’ She wasn’t fool enough to give in so easily.

‘Come back to work, please? We could find . . . time?’ he begged.

‘Much as I want to, much as I want you, I don’t think I can come back.’ She softened the blow by kissing him.

‘What do you want?’ he begged, beside himself at the knowledge that she was willing to fulfil all his desires. Oh, she was so young and pretty, so mysterious and tempting and exciting.

Doreen smiled to herself. All she had to do now was reel him in. She pressed herself close to him and let her hand move slowly to the waistband of his trousers. ‘Eddie, you know I adore you, but I want you with me . . . always. I don’t want just a quick tumble in the cellar when no one’s around. I don’t want the fellers making snide comments about the way you look at me.’ And they were already noticing just how he did look at her and couldn’t keep his hands off her, she thought.

A quick flash of reason pierced Eddie’s befogged mind. ‘What are you saying?’ he gasped.

Her eyes hardened. ‘You know what I’m saying! I want us to go away together. I want to be with you! Just the two of us, away from here. Don’t you want me, Eddie?’ Her hand moved lower.

He groaned. ‘What will I tell Eve?’

‘You don’t have to tell her anything. We’ll just go! Now, come here and let me spoil you a little. You need spoiling, Eddie, it’s what you’ve been missing and when we’re together I can spoil you day and night!’

He pushed all thoughts of Eve and his daughters out of his mind. He wouldn’t think of them now. All he could think of was Doreen and the way she was making him feel.




Chapter Three
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BUSINESS HAD BEEN SLOW and Eve took it in turns with Sarah to go through to serve the few customers who came in. After her initial annoyance with Eddie for slamming out had died down, she watched with interest as Lily supervised the cutting-out of the new dress for Maggie.

‘Come on, Mam, get a needle and some cotton and you can give us a hand with the tacking,’ Maggie urged, eager to get on with the task.

Eve laughed. ‘You know I’m not much of a one with the needle and cotton! I’m all thumbs.’

‘Oh, honestly, Mam! It’s so simple!’ Lily exclaimed.

‘Why do you think I sent you to be a seamstress?’ Eve rejoined.

‘Look, you do the tailor’s tacks. You can’t go wrong with them, I’ll show you.’

Sarah sighed, peering at the instructions. ‘Maggie, why did you have to pick such a complicated style? There seem to be a dozen pieces to this skirt.’

‘I liked it and, besides, I want to make an impression.’ Maggie was struggling with a piece that said ‘cut on a bias’. ‘Lily, what is a “bias”?’

‘It means cut it on the cross, like this. You really would have been better with something easier and I’m still not sure about this material. It looks sort of prissy and washed out. I suppose we could trim it with something a bit brighter.’

‘I don’t want to look flashy or cheap!’ Maggie cried in alarm. Lily’s taste in clothes was far more colourful and adventurous than her own.

‘You could never look cheap, luv! You’re far too conservative  in your taste,’ Eve consoled, shooting a warning glance at Lily.

Lily was not to be diverted. ‘Boring, you mean, Mam. She’s so dark she suits bright colours, but she insists on wearing such dull things!’

‘Will we have a cup of tea?’ Sarah intervened, seeing an argument brewing.

Maggie was fearful. ‘Only if you promise to be careful of my dress. I don’t want it ruined before it’s even started.’

‘Oh, damn, there’s the door of the snug,’ Eve interrupted with some impatience.

‘I’ll wait until you come back, Mam,’ Sarah smiled, then turned to her sisters. ‘Providing there’s no arguments between these two.’

Maggie shrugged and Lily, her mouth full of pins, nodded.

Eve was startled to see a stricken and shaking Agnes Molloy clutching the counter.

‘Mother of God, Agnes, what’s the matter? Is it those lads again? What have they done now?’

Her neighbour, who was without a coat or shawl and whose normally tidy hair was hanging in loose strands around her face, was in such a state that she couldn’t speak. There was something very wrong indeed. Eve had known Agnes Molloy for twenty years and had never seen her like this. Quickly she lifted the counter flap and drew her neighbour towards her. Agnes was shaking like a leaf.

‘Come into the kitchen, luv. Come in and tell me what’s wrong,’ Eve urged gently.

Tears were pouring down the woman’s thin cheeks. ‘Oh, God! Oh, Eve! I can’t believe it!’

‘What? For God’s sake, what’s happened, Agnes?’

‘It’s . . . it’s . . . Ted!’

‘Ted?’ Eve echoed. Ted Molloy was a hard-working, mild-mannered man who spent little time in the George or any other pub. He’d been out of work for nearly two months now and she knew things were hard in the Molloy household, but there were thousands like them all over the city.

Agnes swayed and Eve put her arm around her.

‘Eve, Eddie’s . . . Eddie’s got to come! I can’t . . .’

‘Eddie’s not here. He’s out. Come on in, luv. Calm down and tell me what’s wrong with Ted. Is he ill?’

Agnes clung to her, sobbing uncontrollably as Eve guided her into the kitchen.

‘Mam, what’s the matter with Mrs Molloy?’ Lily cried in alarm.

Eve shook her head as she eased Agnes into the chair Maggie quickly vacated.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Sarah offered.

‘No. Go into the bar and get a drop of brandy. I think this is serious, too serious for tea.’

After a few sips of brandy Agnes pulled herself together a little, although she was still shaking and her face was ashen.

‘Now, luv, in the name of heaven what’s wrong?’ Eve pressed.

‘He . . . he’s . . . hanged himself!’ Agnes croaked, clutching the glass tightly.
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