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A friendly greeting from Joan


Let me introduce you to Dot Baker, and her two children, Katy and Colin. Stubborn as a mule is Dot, but full of warmth and humour. And meet her friends and neighbours, who will fill your hearts with laughter. An accident brings a stranger into their lives. John Kershaw is a well-to-do man who wears expensive tailored suits and talks with a plum in his mouth. As Dot says, ‘Even his ruddy poker is posh!’. These characters have become my friends, I hope they become yours. Except for the baddies, of course, but they’ll get their comeuppance . . .




Chapter One


Dot Baker shivered as she hurried down Edith Road, her thin coat no protection from the bitterly cold wind. She’d been late getting out of work and was worried because she wouldn’t be home for the kids coming in from school. No fire lit for them to warm themselves in front of, no smell of dinner cooking on the stove. Still, it wasn’t often she was asked to work late so they wouldn’t mind just this once. And it meant a few extra coppers in her wage packet next week which would go towards having Colin’s shoes soled.


As soon as she turned the key in the lock, Dot could hear her son and daughter talking, and when she stepped into the tiny hall she could hear the crackle of wood. She hoped it was Katy lighting the fire because she was very sensible for a thirteen-year-old, but eleven-year-old Colin was different. A real boy, who would do anything his mates dared him to. He had no sense of danger and she wouldn’t trust him with a box of matches.


‘Ye’re late tonight, Mam.’ Katy was kneeling in front of the hearth and she turned her head to smile at her mother. She was holding a poker through the bars of the grate, lifting the sticks of firewood to let the draught in to fan the flames. ‘I’d have started the dinner but I didn’t know what we were havin’.’


‘I don’t know meself what we’re having, sunshine. I wasn’t expectin’ to work late or I’d have peeled the spuds last night.’


Colin sidled up to her. ‘Can we have chips from the chippy, Mam?’


Dot slipped her coat off and threw it on the couch. ‘You and yer flamin’ chippy! We can’t afford to be forkin’ out to buy chips, we’re not made of money.’


‘Ah, go on, Mam, just this once,’ he coaxed. ‘Three pennyworth of chip and scallops between the three of us.’


Dot’s husband had died ten years ago, in 1924, of pneumonia – a young man of twenty-eight. They’d had four blissfully happy years together in their little house in the Orrel area of Liverpool before fate stepped in and took him from her. She still missed him so much, and every time she looked at her son it was like a knife turning in her heart. He was the image of the father he couldn’t even remember – the same jet-black hair, hazel eyes and lopsided grin, even the way he held his head and walked with a slight swagger. All constant reminders and the reason she found it hard to refuse Colin anything. ‘Oh, all right, just this once,’ she conceded.


‘Yer shouldn’t ask when yer know me mam’s struggling as it is,’ Katy said, hands flat on the floor to push herself up. ‘It’s cheaper to make a pan of chips than go to the chippy.’


Colin grinned. ‘I’m glad you’re not me mam, we’d never get anythin’.’


‘I wouldn’t be so soft with yer, that’s a dead cert.’


Dot sighed. ‘That’s enough, I’m too tired and hungry to listen to you two squabbling.’ She reached for her coat and took a purse from the pocket. ‘Here’s a threepenny bit, son. Run all the way an’ I’ll have a pot of tea brewed by the time yer get back.’


When the door closed on him, Katy shook her head. ‘Ye’re spoiling him, Mam. He’s got to learn that he can’t have everythin’ he wants.’


‘I know, sunshine, but I feel sorry for him. All the other kids in the street have dads that can take them to the park for a game of football, buy them comics and give them pocket money for the Saturday matinée. Colin’s missing all those things.’


‘He’s not the only one suffering, Mam! I can’t have anything I want, and look at yerself – out working at the British Enka every day except Sunday, and then yer’ve the housework to do. Our Colin should be made to pull his weight. He’s eleven years old, not a baby.’


‘He’s not a bad lad, Katy, don’t be hard on him. At least he doesn’t bring trouble to the door like some lads do.’


‘I know he’s not a bad lad, Mam, I love the bones of him. But he’s got to learn to grow up – you can’t carry him for ever.’


‘Let’s leave it for now, sunshine, I’m too tired to argue. I’ll stick the kettle on an’ butter some bread for when he gets back.’


‘I’ll see to that, Mam, you sit down and rest yer legs. The fire’s caught now, so take yer shoes off and warm yer feet.’ Katy picked up her mother’s coat and hung it on a hook behind the door. ‘We’ll eat the chips out of the newspaper, eh? They always taste nicer.’


Dot smiled at her daughter. What she’d do without her she didn’t know. Katy could do the housework as well as herself, and the washing and ironing. And when it came to shopping she could spot a bargain as quick as someone twice her age. The local shopkeepers knew better than to try and fob Katy Baker off with a rotten cabbage or a stale loaf. ‘Ye’re a good girl, sunshine. I’d be lost without yer, I really would.’


Katy giggled. She was a pretty girl, very like her mother. They were both slim, had the same thick auburn hair, turned-up noses and perfect white teeth. But while Dot’s eyes were hazel, her daughter’s were a vivid blue. ‘Flattery will get yer nowhere, Mam, except for a cup of tea and a buttie. Yer’ll have to settle for that.’


She had reached the door of the tiny kitchen when they heard shouting coming through the wall of the house next door. It was a man’s voice, loud and angry. ‘He’s at it again, Mam. Why is he always shouting at her?’


‘He’s just a bad ’un, Katy, a real bully. How Mary ever came to marry him I’ll never know. She’s just the opposite, quiet and pleasant.’


‘They haven’t been married long, have they?’


‘They got married just before they moved here, four years ago. Mary’s only twenty-six now, and the queer feller’s twenty-eight. He looks older because he spends every night in the pub knockin’ the beer back. Yer can tell he’s a boozer by the colour of his face and the beer belly he’s got hangin’ over his trousers.’ Dot kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes in front of the fire. ‘That’s probably what he’s shoutin’ for now. He’s after money for the pub and she’s got none.’


Katy filled the kettle and lit the gas ring. ‘How many rounds of bread shall I cut?’


‘Two rounds each should do. We can always cut more if we need it.’


The roar from next door brought Katy from the kitchen. ‘Mam, does he hit Mary?’


Dot gazed into the flames for a moment, wondering whether it was fair to worry her daughter. But she’d be leaving school at Christmas, entering the world of the grown-ups. Perhaps it would be better to prepare her for that world, rather than let her think life was all sunshine and roses. ‘Have you ever noticed that sometimes we don’t see Mary for days on end?’ she said quietly. ‘Or that she uses the entry when it’s dark to get to the corner shop for her messages? Well, those are the times she’s covered in bruises after the bold lad has given her a good hiding.’


Katy looked horrified. ‘But that’s not fair! There’s nothing of Mary – she’s as thin as a rake, she couldn’t stick up for herself! Why would he want to hurt her?’


‘I gave up trying to figure Tom Campbell out a long time ago, my duck. He’s got a good wife in Mary, I don’t know what more he wants. She keeps the house spotlessly clean and feeds him well, considerin’ the little money he gives her. In fact, that’s why she’s so thin – she starves herself to feed him.’


‘Hasn’t anybody said anythin’ to him, tried to stop him?’


Dot’s laugh was hollow. ‘Apart from us, and the O’Connors on the other side of them, nobody knows. He’s as nice as pie to everyone, butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. He’s an angel outside the house and a devil inside. And what makes him tick, only the devil himself knows.’ There was a rap on the window and Dot hastily slipped on her shoes. ‘That’s Colin, don’t mention next door in front of him. Yer know what he’s like for repeating things, and Mary would die of shame if the whole street knew her business.’


‘It’s her horrible husband that should die of shame, not Mary,’ Katy said as she went to open the door. And as she stood aside to let her brother pass, she muttered under her breath, ‘If he was my husband I’d hit him with the poker. I’ll never let any man knock me around.’


Colin breezed in, his cheeks whipped to a rosy red by the wind. ‘That feller next door’s not half givin’ the pay-out. He’s got a right cob on over something.’


‘It doesn’t take much to start him off, son, he’s a bad-tempered bugger if ever there was one.’ Dot took the steaming parcel from him and the smell of chips set her mouth watering. ‘You can have yours on a plate if yer like, but me and Katy are eating ours from the paper.’


‘Yeah, me too! I asked the man to put plenty of salt and vinegar on an’ he did, he put lashings on.’ Colin licked his lips. ‘Yer can’t beat chips from the chippy. They always taste better than the ones made at home.’


The fire was crackling merrily now, making the room look more cosy. ‘Push the couch nearer the fire, son, might as well make ourselves comfortable.’ Dot set the parcel on the table and after opening the newspaper she tore it into three and shared the chips and scallops out evenly. ‘Dig in, kids, while they’re still hot.’


‘I got the cane in school today.’ Colin’s voice was matter-of-fact. As well it might be, since getting the cane was nothing unusual.


Dot’s hand paused on its way to her mouth. ‘What did yer get it for this time?’


‘I wasn’t the only one – half the class got it.’ The lad grinned when he pulled out a chip that was about six inches long. ‘Look at the size of this, Mam, it’s a whopper.’


‘Colin, I asked yer what yer got the cane for. It’s nothin’ to be proud of, yer know.’


‘It wasn’t my fault, it was a stupid lesson! Even you couldn’t have done it, Mam, or our Katy.’ Colin put that bit in for spite. His sister was always in the top three of her class while he had never been higher than sixth from bottom. ‘It was a music lesson and Mr Jarvis told us to draw ten lines across a piece of paper. I did that all right, it was easy. Then he told us to put one of those musical notes on each line, and we had to make a tune out of it. I thought he was havin’ us on at first, it was that far-fetched. I mean, fancy expectin’ us to be able to make a tune! Me mates were all the same, they just sat lookin’ at the piece of paper, not a clue what he was on about.’ Colin tore at the newspaper to make sure he hadn’t missed any chips before screwing it into a ball and throwing it on the fire. ‘Then Mr Jarvis came around, rapped us all on the knuckles with a ruler and told us to get stuck in.’


‘I don’t believe that!’ Katy looked at her mother and winked. ‘Mr Jarvis wouldn’t tell yer to get stuck in.’


‘No, he didn’t use those words.’ The boy’s eyes were full of mischief as he sprang to his feet and plucked the poker from the brass companion set. ‘This is what he said. “You, boy, don’t sit staring into space, get those notes down”.’ He had his teacher’s nasal voice off to a T, and his stance. Even his lips were set in a straight line and his eyelids were blinking fifteen to the dozen, both familiar features of Mr Jarvis.


Dot and Katy were doubled over with laughter. ‘If the poor man could see yer now, it would be ten strokes of the cane across yer backside.’ Dot wiped her eyes. ‘And yer’d deserve every one of them, yer little monkey.’


‘Go on, finish the tale,’ Katy urged. ‘What happened?’


Colin put the poker back on the companion set. ‘We had to hum the tune we’d made up.’ Once again, his eyes danced with mischief. ‘He started off with the clever clogs, you know, like David Conway and Peter Flynn. Yer might know they’d do well – both of them are too clever for their own good. They’d managed to make a tune up and Mr Jarvis was delighted with them. He’d praised them to high heaven, said they were a credit to the class and would make somethin’ of themselves when they grew up. They were sittin’ there with silly smiles on their gobs and I felt like clouting them one.’


‘Don’t be going all around the world, son,’ Dot said. ‘How did you get on?’


‘I wouldn’t ask if I were you, Mam, ’cos yer won’t like it.’


‘I’m askin’, Colin, so spit it out.’


‘I did the notes all right, they’re easy. All yer do is draw a line down, put a little egg shape on the bottom and fill it in with black pencil. And I made eight of ’em, like Mr Jarvis said. The only trouble was, I put them all on the same line and when he asked me to hum the tune, I had to hum the same eight notes. He wasn’t very happy about that.’


‘I can’t say I blame him,’ his sister giggled. ‘It must be like trying to flog a dead horse teaching the likes of you.’


‘Oh, yer ain’t heard nothing yet, Sis, the fun was only just startin’.’ Colin’s high, boyish laughter filled the room. ‘Yer know Spud Murphy who sits next to me – well, he hadn’t got a clue either, so he copied me. And Danny, next to him, copied him. Half the class had done what I did, that’s why half the class got the cane.’


‘I don’t know what I’m laughin’ at,’ Dot said, wiping her eyes. ‘I’ve got an idiot for a son and I’m sittin’ here laughing me ruddy head off.’


‘I was goin’ to tell yer not to worry, Mam, ’cos it’s not catching,’ Katy put in, ‘but I could be wrong in our Colin’s case if half the class have caught it off him.’


‘Oh, very funny.’ Colin put a thumb in each ear, wiggled his fingers, rolled his eyes and stuck out his tongue. ‘If I’m such an idiot, yer wouldn’t trust me to put the kettle on for a cuppa, would yer?’


‘I’ll do it.’ Dot rose to her feet and ruffled her son’s hair. ‘You two have a game of Ludo or Snakes and Ladders, pass the time away before bed.’


‘Can I have the oven shelf in me bed, Mam, to warm it up?’ Colin wheedled. ‘I was freezin’ last night, I couldn’t get warm. It’s all right for you two, yer can snuggle up together.’


‘Take it up now, then, and by the time yer go to bed it’ll be lovely and warm. But don’t forget to wrap that piece of old sheet around it or the bedclothes will be filthy.’ Dot rubbed her arms briskly when she walked into the kitchen, it was like ice. It was only October, the bad weather had come early this year. They were in for a long winter.


After Colin had gone to bed, mother and daughter curled up on the couch, their feet tucked under them. They both looked forward to this hour on their own, when the house was still and they could relax and talk about their day in work or at school. The fire was dying down and Katy asked, ‘Shall I put a few cobs of coal on, Mam?’


‘No, sunshine, we’ll have to take it easy with the coal.’ Dot didn’t hide anything from her daughter, although she sometimes worried she was making her old before her time. But she had to have someone to confide in and Katy was sensible and understanding. ‘I was thinking I’d be able to have Colin’s shoes repaired with me bit of overtime money, but if the cold weather keeps up I’ll have to ask the coalman to drop me an extra bag of coal in, otherwise we’ll freeze to death with the draughts in this house.’


‘I’ve only got two more months at school, Mam, then I’ll be working. Yer won’t be so hard up for money then. I know I won’t be earning much, but every little helps, doesn’t it?’


‘Whatever you bring in will be a godsend, sunshine, believe me. A few extra shillings a week will make all the difference.’ Dot gazed around the room which was exactly as it had been when her Ted died. Not a thing had been renewed, not even the wallpaper, because she’d never had the money. Her wages were spoken for before she even got them. Every Saturday she put the rent money away without fail. If they had nothing else they would have a roof over their heads. And coppers for the gas were put on a shelf in the kitchen alongside a two-bob piece to pay for a bag of coal. The little she had left over had to keep them in food and clothes, and both were in short supply. Nearly all her neighbours lived on tick from the corner shop, but although she’d been forced into it on a few occasions, Dot was dead against going into debt. If you couldn’t pay one week, you certainly couldn’t pay double the next.


‘The teacher was talkin’ to us today about when we leave school, Mam, an’ she asked us where we’d like to work an’ if we had any ambitions.’


Dot forgot her troubles to smile at her daughter. ‘Oh, aye! Did yer tell her yer had ambitions to become a film star?’


‘You can laugh, Mam, but Miss Ferguson certainly didn’t think it was funny when Bella Knight told her that.’


‘Go ’way! She didn’t, did she? I was only kiddin’, I honestly didn’t think anyone would be daft enough to say that to a teacher.’


‘She did.’ Katy swung her legs off the couch and stood in front of her mother. ‘Imagine I’m Bella Knight and I’ve got blonde hair in a plait that reaches to me backside. And now Miss Ferguson has asked if we have any ambitions.’ Katy straightened her face and pouted her lips before sticking her hand in the air. ‘“Please Miss, my dad says I’m beautiful enough to be a film star”.’


Dot gasped. ‘What did the teacher say?’


‘It took her a couple of minutes to quieten the class down, as all the girls were in stitches. Then she said, “Humility is a virtue, Bella, vanity is a sin. When you go home, tell your parents what I said. Now, has anyone got a sensible answer for me?”.’


‘There’s somethin’ wrong with that girl, there must be! Has she got all her marbles?’


‘She’s like a big soft baby, Mam.’ Katy curled herself up on the couch again. ‘Her mam and dad spoil her rotten. She’s only got to say she wants something and they get it for her.’


‘They’re making a rod for their own backs, if yer ask me. The parents must have more money than sense.’


‘She’s got two older brothers workin’, so there’s three wages going into the house. Bella gets a new dress practically every week, and they don’t come from a stall at Great Homer Street market, either.’


Dot patted her daughter’s hand. It grieved her that she couldn’t give her children the things other kids had. ‘Even if she was dressed like a princess, sunshine, she wouldn’t hold a candle to you.’


‘Oh, I don’t mind, Mam. I’m not jealous of Bella – in fact, I wouldn’t change places with her for a big clock. She’s nothing but a snob, bragging all the time. It’s no wonder she hasn’t got one friend; none of the girls like her.’


‘And what do you want to do when yer leave school? Any ideas?’


‘I’ve given it plenty of thought, Mam, but it’s more a case of what job I can get, never mind what I’d like. I could try Vernon’s at Linacre Lane, they take school-leavers on and it’s only five minutes’ walk. But they work all day Saturday, right through until nine o’clock, and if I got a job there it would mean our Colin being on his own until you got in.’


‘It would also mean yer’d never have a Saturday night out, sunshine, and Saturday’s the best night for young ones. It’s pay-day for everyone, and when yer get yerself a boyfriend he wouldn’t be very happy if he couldn’t take yer out on the one night he’s sure to have a few bob in his pocket.’


Katy blushed. ‘It’ll be a long time before I get meself a boyfriend.’


‘Don’t you kid yerself! Yer’ll have the boys running after yer, you take my word for it. And, Katy, get as much as yer can out of life while ye’re young, sunshine.’


‘I’ll only be fourteen, Mam! That’s too young to be thinkin’ of boyfriends.’


There was a catch in Dot’s voice when she said, softly, ‘I was only fourteen when I met your dad. It was a few years before we started courting seriously, but I knew from the minute I laid eyes on him that he was the one I wanted to spend the rest of me life with.’ She closed her eyes and a lone tear trickled down the side of her nose. ‘It wasn’t to be, but the ten years I knew him were the happiest of my life. Your father was a good man, Katy, and I worshipped the ground he walked on.’


Katy’s young face was anxious. ‘Don’t upset yourself, Mam. You have all those happy years to look back on, which is more than a lot of women have. Look at poor Mary, next door. She won’t have many happy memories of her husband, will she?’


‘I can tell yer this much, my love – if my Ted were alive he wouldn’t sit here listening to a woman being knocked around. He’d be in there like a shot, and it would be the queer feller nursing bruises, not Mary.’


Katy shivered. ‘I’m gettin’ cold now, Mam. Shall we go to bed and snuggle up?’


‘Hang on, I’ll put the flat iron on the gas stove for a few minutes. If we stick it at the bottom of the bed while we’re getting undressed, it’ll be warm for our feet.’


‘Mam, ye’re going to spoil me, like Bella’s mum does.’


Dot put her arms around her daughter and hugged her tight. ‘No one could spoil you, Katy Baker, ye’re unspoilable.’


Katy rapped on the brass knocker and smiled when her friend’s mother answered the door. ‘Is your Doreen ready, Mrs Mason?’


‘She won’t be two ticks, girl, she’s just nipped down the yard to the lavvy.’ The Masons lived a few doors up from the Bakers, and Doreen had been Katy’s friend since the day they’d started school together. Betty Mason was a big woman, with a huge bosom and stomach, a round, fat, happy face, and a ready smile. ‘It’s this bleedin’ cold weather, Katy. It’s got us all runnin’ down the yard every few minutes. My feller said this mornin’ that it was a toss-up which I had less control over, me mouth or me bladder.’ Her bosom and stomach shook as her raucous laugh echoed in the almost deserted street of two-up two-down terraced houses. ‘He’s a real caution, is my feller. Yer never know what he’s goin’ to come out with next. A laugh a minute, he is.’


‘Mam, can I get past or we’ll be late for school.’ Doreen squeezed by into the street. She was the same build as Katy, but she had fair hair and blue eyes. And where Katy had a slightly turned-up nose, Doreen’s was long and thin. ‘Come on, if we don’t get a move on we’ll miss the bell and that means being kept back tonight to do lines.’


‘Give them a good excuse an’ they won’t keep yer back.’ Every ounce of fat on the huge body wobbled with mirth. Betty thought up what she was going to say next. ‘Tell the miserable buggers that yer mam went into labour an’ yer couldn’t leave her.’


‘Mam!’ Doreen was mortified. ‘Come on, Katy, before she comes out with any more of her pearls of wisdom.’


Katy was grinning as she was pulled along by her arm. ‘Ta-ra, Mrs Mason, see yer tonight.’ She loved Doreen’s mam; she was so cuddly and warm, always happy and always ready to do a good turn.


They reached the end of Edith Road and a boy who had been lounging against the wall came towards them. ‘Ye’re late this morning, I thought I might have missed yer.’


‘Yer should have gone on, Billy,’ Katy scolded. ‘Yer shouldn’t have waited for us.’


‘Nah, I don’t mind waitin’ for yer. If we run we’ll make the gates before the bell goes.’ Billy Harlow lived a few streets away and neither of the girls could remember how, when or why he’d taken to waiting for them so he could walk to school with them. It wasn’t that he’d ever been one for playing with girls, he was a real boy. He was the leader of the gang of local boys who liked nothing better than to play footie or marbles, and when he was younger he always had patches on his short grey trousers where he’d torn them climbing trees or sliding down the railway embankment.


The three ran all the way to the school and sighed with relief to find the gates were still open. The girls turned into the playground of the girls’ school while Billy ran on to the boys’ playground. ‘I’ll wait for yer tonight,’ he called, ‘but if you’re out first you wait for me.’


‘Well, hurry out,’ Katy called back, ‘’cos I’ve got to get home for our Colin.’


Doreen slipped her arm through Katy’s. ‘Not long to go now before we won’t ever have to worry about being late and missing the bell.’


‘No, we’ll have other things to worry about, like clocking in at work on time. At least in school they only give yer lines or the cane if ye’re late, but in work they stop yer pay.’


‘I’m getting excited, are you, Katy? Just think, they’ll be giving us a wage packet every week. Me mam said if I buy me own clothes I can have more pocket money, but if I want her to buy them I’m only getting one or two shillings, dependin’ on how much wage I get.’


They were walking down the corridor, jostled by other children rushing to be at their desk before the priest arrived for morning prayers. ‘I’m goin’ to give me mam as much as I can,’ Katy said, ‘at least until she can straighten herself out. She’s been living from hand to mouth for as long as I can remember, and she never buys anythin’ for herself. If she had nice clothes, my mam would be really pretty.’


‘Come on,’ Doreen whispered, rushing ahead. ‘Here’s Father Kelly and yer know what a tyrant he can be.’


When school was over for the day, Billy was waiting outside for them. He was a well-made lad, with sandy hair and hazel eyes, and he was head and shoulders over other boys his age. Some of his class-mates sniggered and gave him sidelong glances as he stood waiting outside the girls’ entrance, but no one dared say anything because Billy Harlow was noted for being able to take care of himself.


‘What are you goin’ to do when yer leave school, Billy?’ Doreen asked. ‘Have yer made up yer mind what yer want to be?’


‘I’d like to go to sea, but me mam said she’d have me hide first.’ His voice was breaking and it moved from a high note to a deep growl. ‘She wants me to be a plumber, like me dad, ’cos she said there’s always work for plumbers. So me dad’s goin’ to see if he can get me in as an apprentice.’


Katy chuckled. ‘At least yer’ll be workin’ with water, even if yer can’t sail on it.’


‘I will go to sea when I’m older, and me mam can’t stop me. I want to see somethin’ of the world before I settle down an’ get married.’


‘Huh, you’ll be lucky!’ Doreen grinned. ‘Who’d have you?’


Billy grinned back. ‘They say there’s a fool born every minute, Dot, so there’s bound to be someone daft enough to have me.’


Katy had stopped listening; she was watching the familiar figure ahead of them. It was Mary Campbell, scurrying along with a basket over her arm, her head bent and her eyes on the ground. Mary was ten years younger than her mam, but she looked ten years older in the dowdy black coat that almost reached the ground. ‘Billy, has your dad ever hit yer mam?’ she asked suddenly.


Billy looked puzzled for a moment, then he let his head drop back and he roared with laughter. ‘Katy, yer’ve seen the size of my mam! Me dad wouldn’t stand an earthly with her! He wouldn’t want to hit her anyway, ’cos they get on great together, but if he was ever daft enough to try, she’d flatten him with one belt.’ The very idea had Billy’s imagination running wild. ‘In fact, she wouldn’t need to give him a clout, she’d just have to blow on him an’ he’d be down for the count.’


‘That’s a funny question to ask, Katy,’ Doreen said. ‘What brought it on?’


‘Nothing really.’ Katy shrugged her shoulders. ‘It was just that I heard of a woman bein’ knocked around by her husband and I wondered if it was a common thing.’


‘Not in our house, it’s not,’ Billy said. ‘And it wouldn’t be anywhere if I was around. No man should lay a finger on his wife, and I wouldn’t stand by and let it happen.’


‘In that case I’ll marry you, Billy,’ Katy chuckled. ‘And I’ll remind yer of those words every time yer lift yer hand . . . even if it’s only to scratch yer head.’


Billy squared his shoulders and threw out his chest. ‘Did yer hear that, Doreen? Yer see, I told her there was a fool born every minute.’


‘Hey, Billy Harlow!’ Katy gave a good impression of being indignant. ‘Don’t you be callin’ me a fool or I’ll clock yer one.’


‘Oh, ye’re not a fool, Katy, not when yer’ve said yer’ll marry me. It proves how sensible yer are and what very good taste in men yer have.’


‘Well, I’ll have to take me taste with me now, ’cos I’ve got to go an’ see to our Colin. Come on, Doreen, it’s all right for you, yer’ve nowt to worry about.’


‘I’ll see yer in the mornin’, then,’ Billy said, ‘and I’ll walk to school with yer.’


‘Yeah, OK, Billy,’ the girls chorused. ‘Ta-ra for now.’




Chapter Two


‘D’yer feel like walking down to Edwards’ shop with us, Katy?’ Doreen looked up at her friend who had opened the door to her. ‘Me mam wants me to get her a quarter of their homemade walnut toffee.’


‘We’ve just finished our tea, I’m helpin’ me mam wash the dishes.’ Katy held the door open. ‘Yer can come in and wait, if yer like.’


‘Yeah, OK, as long as it’s only a few minutes.’ Doreen slipped past her friend and waited until she’d closed the door. ‘Me mam said she just fancied some, her mouth was watering at the thought, so I was to run like the clappers.’


Colin looked up from the borrowed comic he was reading. ‘My mouth would water at the thought of walnut toffee, too. Except I won’t be gettin’ any.’ He gave Doreen a cheeky wink. ‘Mind you, in a couple of weeks I’ll be quids in when our kid starts work. She’s bound to give me pocket money.’


‘Hey, you!’ Katy wagged a finger at him. ‘I’m not bound to do anything! If yer give a hand around the house and make yerself useful, I might just think about it. So it’s up to you, my dear brother. If yer want money then yer’ve got to earn it.’


Dot popped her head around the door. ‘Hello, Doreen, I thought it was your voice. On a message for yer mam, are yer?’


‘Only to the sweetshop in Hawthorne Road . . . me mam loves their home-made toffee. I’ve asked Katy to come with me for company.’


‘She’ll be glad to get out for a while, won’t yer, sunshine? Go on, get yer coat, I’ll finish the dishes.’


Katy reached up to take her coat from the hook behind the door. ‘Our Colin said he’ll dry the dishes for yer, Mam.’


‘Yer what? I never said no such thing!’


‘Oh, my mistake,’ Katy said as she slipped her arms into her coat. ‘I could have sworn yer said yer were goin’ to help around the house to earn some pocket money.’


Colin threw her a look of disgust as he closed the comic and pushed it down the side of his chair. ‘That’s blackmail, that is.’


‘No, not blackmail, just business. If yer like Mrs Edwards’ home-made toffee so much, then earn yerself the money to buy some.’ Katy jerked her head towards the door. ‘Come on, Doreen, or we’ll have yer mam after us.’ She turned to look at her brother. ‘Life’s hard when ye’re growing up, Colin, but the sooner yer learn that money doesn’t grow on trees, the easier yer’ll make it for yerself.’


Dot winked at her son. ‘Come on, sunshine, never let it be said yer can’t dry dishes.’


Katy was pulling the front door behind her when she heard her brother say, ‘Oh, all right, I’ll dry the blinkin’ dishes, but don’t blame me if I break something.’


‘You break any of me dishes, son, an’ I’ll break yer flippin’ neck.’


Katy grinned as she banged the door. ‘My brother’s in for a rude awakening when I start work. He won’t know what’s hit him coming home to no fire, and no dinner on the go. But he’s got to grow up sometime. He’s capable enough, it’s just that me mam’s spoilt him so much he doesn’t think he should do anything.’


The streets were deserted; it was too cold to be out of doors if you didn’t have to be. Katy shivered as she linked her friend’s arm and they moved closer for warmth. ‘Only ten days, Doreen, then we’ll be out looking for a job. We won’t be kids any more, we’ll be young ladies.’


‘I can’t wait. Just think, I can choose me own clothes without havin’ to wear what me mam buys for me.’


‘I think your mam’s got good taste, yer always look nice.’


Doreen pulled a face. ‘Nah, I’d rather buy me own.’ She pushed open the door of the sweetshop and gave a sigh of pleasure. ‘Ooh, it’s lovely and warm in here.’


Molly Edwards was behind the counter and she smiled at the girls. ‘Ye’re me first customers in ten minutes. We had a mad rush before, with the men calling in on their way home from work for their ciggies and the Echo, then it went dead. My feller’s in the back having his dinner while he’s got the chance, then it’s my turn for a break. Anyway, what can I do for yer?’


‘Just a quarter of walnut toffee, Mrs Edwards, and me mam said will yer break it up small ’cos although she’s got a big mouth, it would have to be as big as the Mersey Tunnel to get some of your pieces of toffee in it.’


Molly gave a hearty laugh. ‘I can just imagine your mam saying that. She’s got an answer for everything, has Betty Mason.’ She reached into the glass display counter and took out a tray of toffee and a small steel hammer. ‘I suppose she told yer to make sure I gave her some with walnuts, as well, did she?’


Doreen nodded. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything about that. One complaint is enough, never mind two.’


‘Oh, pay no mind to that, girl, yer mam’s bark is worse than her bite.’ Molly expertly broke the slab of toffee. ‘Don’t say I said it, but yer mam is all talk and no action.’


‘If I told her that, I’d have to duck quick – she’d flatten me.’


Molly weighed the toffee then put it in a small white paper bag. As she was handing it over the counter to Doreen, she smiled at Katy. ‘I was talkin’ to yer mam before, when she came in for some matches. She told me yer were leaving school next week.’


‘Yeah, isn’t it great!’ Katy’s face beamed. ‘In two weeks’ time I hope to be working.’


‘Any idea what yer want to do?’


‘I don’t mind, although I don’t really fancy factory work. But if that’s all I can get then I’ll have to grin and bear it. I was goin’ to try Vernon’s but me mam put me off with the Saturday late nights. I’ll try The British Enka or Johnson’s Dye Works.’


Molly thanked Doreen as she took the twopence and threw it in the till. Then she glanced back at Katy. ‘Have yer thought about shopwork?’


‘No, nobody’s mentioned shopwork.’


‘D’yer think yer’d like it?’


‘Mmm, I don’t really know.’ Katy frowned in concentration. ‘I like people, so I’d enjoy that side of it. But it would depend upon what sort of a shop it was, I suppose.’


Molly raised her brows. ‘What about this one?’


Katy gasped. ‘Are yer pulling me leg?’ Without waiting for an answer, she went on, ‘Yer are, I know yer are.’


‘I haven’t got the energy to pull anyone’s leg, Katy, and that’s why we need a junior shop assistant. Me and Mr Edwards are worn out. Don’t forget he’s got to open at six every morning for the men going to work, they’re our best customers. And look at the time now, and we’re still open. Me feet are killing me and me backache’s chronic.’


Katy could feel her excitement rise. She’d take a job in this shop like a shot. It was nice and clean and so colourful with all the jars of sweets on shelves behind the counter and the glass display of toffee and chocolates. And besides the cigarettes, newspapers and comics, they sold odd things like babies’ dummies and Beecham’s Powders. ‘I’d love to work here, but I don’t know whether I’d be any good or not.’


‘I wouldn’t be asking yer if I thought yer couldn’t do it, girl. But we could only pay yer seven and six a week.’


Katy’s mouth opened as wide as her eyes. ‘But that’s as much as I’d get anywhere! In fact, some places only pay six bob to school-leavers.’


‘Yes, but anywhere else yer’d have set hours, yer wouldn’t here. We wouldn’t expect yer to turn up at six in the morning – me and Jim would see to that. But we would want yer to work until seven on some nights. Yer’d get time off for it, we’re not looking for slave labour.’


‘Ooh, I’d love it, Mrs Edwards, I really would.’


‘Well, ask yer mam when yer get home and yer can let me know tomorrow. I can’t see her objectin’, but better ask anyway.’


Doreen was seething with jealousy. ‘I’ll take the job, Mrs Edwards, and I don’t have to ask me mam because I know she’d say it’s up to me.’


Molly would have preferred to have asked Katy when she was on her own, but she was seldom seen without her friend. And when it came to choosing one of the two, there’d been no competition. Katy had a ready smile, was always pleasant and far more mature for her age than Doreen. Oh, she was a nice enough girl, but inclined to be sullen and pull faces when things didn’t go her way. You couldn’t have that in a shop, it would lose you customers.


‘I’ve asked Katy now, girl, I can’t un-ask her,’ she said diplomatically, ‘so let’s wait and see what her mam has to say about it, eh?’


‘I’ll call in tomorrow night and let yer know, Mrs Edwards. And thanks, I do appreciate yer asking me.’ Katy spoke calmly but she was fuming inside. And as soon as they were out of the shop she turned on her friend. ‘You were quick off the mark, weren’t yer? I think yer had a flamin’ cheek!’


‘Well, I’m after a job the same as you.’


‘That doesn’t give yer the right to try and pinch one off me! If it had been you Mrs Edwards asked, I wouldn’t have dreamed of trying to snatch it from under yer nose.’


‘Oh no, little Miss Goody Two-Shoes, you never do nothin’ wrong, do yer?’ Doreen’s lips quivered with temper. ‘Well, yer can keep yer rotten job, I don’t want it.’


‘Oh, don’t you worry, I am keeping it.’ The friends were no longer linking arms and their bodies were well apart. This was the first real row they’d ever had and Katy was upset. She didn’t want to fall out with Doreen but she certainly wasn’t going to give in to her. She needed a job more than her friend did, and if push came to shove she’d fight her for it. Seven and six a week would make all the difference to her mam, especially with Christmas coming the week after she left school.


Not a word was spoken after that until they came to Katy’s house. ‘I’ll give yer a knock in the morning.’


‘Please yerself.’ Doreen tossed her head and kept on walking. ‘I can find me own way to school.’


Katy stood watching her friend’s retreating back for a few seconds before sighing and turning to go indoors. Then she heard her name being called and saw the woman from next door but one standing on the step beckoning to her. ‘Do yer want me, Mrs O’Connor?’


‘Sure I’ll not keep yer a minute, me darlin’.’


Katy was impatient to get home and tell her mother about the job, and also about what Doreen had done. But the soft Irish accent was one that she couldn’t refuse. It had fascinated her since she was old enough to understand that there was something different about the way the O’Connors spoke. As a toddler she’d found it difficult to make out what they were saying, only knowing that she liked the soft lilt and the smiles that went with it. Maggie and her husband, Paddy, had come to Liverpool fifteen years ago as a newly married couple and had been delighted with the small house in Edith Road. They were good neighbours, didn’t bother anybody, were always willing to help.


Katy put a smile on her face and walked back to where Maggie was standing with her arms folded across her thin body. ‘Did yer want something, Mrs O’Connor?’


‘If yer mammy could spare a few minutes, me darlin’, sure I’d be grateful. I’m mindful that she’s been workin’ all day, and she’ll be tired, but I’d not keep her more than a few minutes, so I wouldn’t.’


‘If it’s a message yer want, Mrs O’Connor, I could get it for yer.’


‘No, it’s not a message, Katy me darlin’. Sure don’t I have all the time in the world to get me own shopping in, with me man out working all the hours God sends? No, child, it’s just a few words I’d like with yer mammy, that’s all.’


‘Well, you go in out of the cold, Mrs O’Connor, and I’ll tell me mam to give yer a knock on the window.’ Katy wondered how long it would take to tell her mother the surprising news. She wanted to do it now, while the excitement was at its height. ‘It might be fifteen minutes but she will come.’


‘Thank you, Katy, and may the good Lord shower you with His blessings.’


As soon as she got home, Katy passed on the message. ‘I wonder what on earth she could want?’ Dot grumbled. She was sitting in front of the fire and didn’t feel like moving. ‘I’ve just got meself all warm and comfortable.’


‘I told her yer wouldn’t be there right away, so yer don’t have to jump up. Wait until yer hear my news, Mam, yer won’t half get a surprise.’


‘I hope it’s a pleasant surprise, sunshine, I could certainly do with one. I’ve been sittin’ here trying to work out in me head how we’re going to manage over Christmas, and believe me the prospect looks bleak. I’ve been putting a few coppers away each week in the butcher’s and the greengrocer’s, so we won’t starve. But there’s no way I can run to presents.’


‘Mam, will yer stop yer worrying and listen to me?’ Katy took a deep breath and announced: ‘I’ve got meself a job.’


Dot huffed. Her daughter goes out with a pal for a quarter of toffee and comes back with a job. Some hope! ‘I’m in no mood for fun and games, sunshine,’ she said firmly.


‘Mrs Edwards has asked me to go and work in the shop, Mam,’ Katy said excitedly. ‘I wouldn’t pull yer leg over something like that. She said I was to ask you first, then let her know tomorrow.’


Dot studied her daughter’s face for several long seconds before uncurling her legs and leaping from the couch. ‘It’s true! Oh, you clever girl, it’s true!’ She held Katy close and rocked her from side to side as she had done when she was a toddler and had fallen over and hurt herself. ‘Aren’t you lucky? I am so happy for yer, sunshine, and proud of yer as well. Fancy that, now, not left school yet and got a job already.’


‘If Doreen had had anything to do with it, I wouldn’t have got the job.’ Katy slipped from her mother’s arms and looked to where her brother was viewing the scene with more than a little interest. ‘If you repeat any word of what I’m going to say, Colin, I’ll not only never speak to yer again, I’ll never, ever give yer any pocket money.’


In the boy’s mind he was picturing Edwards’ shop with all those sweets and comics. Surely his sister had landed the best job in the whole world. And he certainly wasn’t going to be stupid enough to jeopardise his chances of gaining from it. ‘Cross my heart and hope to die, Sis, I promise I won’t breathe a word.’


Katy told them both of the little episode with Doreen. ‘I couldn’t believe me ears, Mam, honest. She actually asked Mrs Edwards to give her the job instead of me.’


‘The hard-faced little madam! I’ve a good mind to go down there now and tell her mam, the selfish, cheeky so-and-so. And she’s supposed to be yer friend! With friends like her, sunshine, yer don’t need enemies.’


‘No, Mam, just leave it. If Doreen’s funny with me in the morning then I won’t bother with her no more. But perhaps she was just a bit jealous and she’ll have got over it after she’s had a night’s sleep.’


‘Yeah, she’s not worth worryin’ about.’ Dot pulled on her daughter’s arm. ‘Sit next to me and tell me all about yer new job.’


‘I don’t know anything, Mam, because she told me to see whether you approved first. And she wouldn’t tell me her business in front of Doreen, anyway.’ Katy’s lips stretched into a wide smile. ‘The only thing I know about the job is how much wages I’ll be getting. Guess how much, Mam?’


Dot wagged her head from side to side. ‘They say shop-workers aren’t on good pay, so I’d guess about six bob a week. But with it being on the doorstep yer’d have no fares to pay out and that’s a big consideration.’


Katy’s heart was so full of pride and satisfaction she thought it would burst. She struck up a pose, nose in the air and hands on hips. And in a haughty voice she said slowly and calmly, ‘Six shillings, indeed! I’ll have you know that I’ve been offered seven shillings and sixpence, if you don’t mind.’


Dot and her son spoke simultaneously. ‘Go ’way!’


Katy nodded, happy with the surprised looks. ‘Seven whole shillings and six whole pennies. Not bad, eh, for a beginner?’


‘Not bad? It’s bloody marvellous!’ Tears came to Dot’s eyes. ‘Yer’ve done very well, sunshine, and I’m so proud of yer. Mind you, it’s only what yer deserve.’


Crafty Colin had his mind to business. ‘I dried the dishes for me mam, Katy, an’ I didn’t break one. If I do them every night, and I get the messages in, will yer give me tuppence a week pocket money?’


Dot tutted. ‘For heaven’s sake, son, give the girl a chance, will yer?’


‘No, let him be, Mam,’ Katy said benevolently. ‘We might as well get it sorted out now. If you and me are at work all day, we’ll need Colin to pull his weight. If he washes the dishes, makes the beds and tidies around before he goes to school every morning, and gets any shopping we need on his way home, then he deserves to be paid for it. So I’m prepared to give him threepence a week pocket money if he agrees to the terms of his employment.’


Dot grinned at her son who was looking remarkably cheerful. ‘If yer add raking the fire out, and setting it ready for one of us to light, I’ll give him another threepence.’


Colin was over the moon. For sixpence a week he’d scrub the house from top to bottom. He could buy his favourite comic instead of borrowing it, get a bag of ollies together so he could lick some of the bigger boys, and buy sweets with what was left. ‘I agree to the terms of me employment, and can I start me job tomorrow?’


Katy chuckled. He was a crafty article. ‘I don’t leave school until the end of next week, then I’ve got to work a week in hand. So yer won’t be getting any money for a few weeks. But if yer start learning right away, yer’ll be really good at yer job by the time the first pay-day comes along.’


The boy’s face fell. ‘I might have known there’d be a catch in it. Here was me thinkin’ I could buy meself some comics for Christmas.’


‘Don’t be selfish, Colin,’ Katy said sharply when she saw a hurt look cross her mother’s face. ‘There’s others in the house beside you, and none of us will be getting anything. It’s worse for me mam, she’s got all the worry of finding the money for food. So try thinkin’ of someone except yerself for a change.’


‘This is the last Christmas we’ll be skint, son.’ Dot felt heartily sorry for him. He was only a child, really, and all children expected a present off Father Christmas. ‘With Katy startin’ work, things will look up, you just wait and see.’


‘Hey, Mam, don’t forget Mrs O’Connor.’ Katy rolled her eyes. ‘I said fifteen minutes an’ it’s been longer than that.’


‘Yeah, I’d better make an effort, it’s not often Maggie asks for anything. It can’t be important or she’d have been knocking on me window before now.’ Dot went to collect her coat. It wasn’t fit weather to go out without one, even if it was only two houses away. ‘That was smashing news yer had for me, sunshine. It hasn’t half cheered me up.’


‘So yer don’t mind me working in the shop?’


‘Mind? I’m over the ruddy moon! Yer can tell Molly I said that when yer see her. Now I’d better scarper, but I won’t be long.’


Maggie opened the door immediately to Dot. ‘I’m sorry to bring yer out on a cold night like this, me darlin’, but sure if I don’t talk to someone I’ll go out of me mind, and that’s the truth of it. My Paddy said I should steer clear, mind me own business, but I’d not rest easy if I just sat back and did nothing.’


‘Is Paddy in?’


‘That he is, me darlin’. Isn’t himself sitting in front of a roaring fire toasting his feet? Come away in, and see the man for yerself.’ Maggie led the way into the living room. ‘It’s Mrs Baker, Paddy. Would yer not be moving yer feet to let her see the fire?’


While Maggie was small and thin with dark hair and deep blue eyes, her husband was just the opposite. He was about six foot two with muscles that strained the seams of his shirt. His hands were the size of ham shanks, huge and rough from the shovels and picks he used in his work. He had a mop of blond hair, pale blue eyes and a handsome, weatherbeaten face. He pushed his chair back and stood up when he saw Dot. ‘Come in, Mrs Baker, it’s a pleasure to see yer, so it is.’


Dot was fond of the O’Connors, they were so warm and friendly. She often thought how sad it was they had never had any children because they would make lovely parents. Maggie said it was God’s will, but Dot knew it was a constant heartache for them. ‘Get back in that chair, Paddy. There’s no need to stand on ceremony with me – we’ve known each other too long.’


Maggie plumped a cushion on the couch. ‘Sit yerself down, me darlin’, and take the weight off yer feet. I know yer must be cursing me for bringin’ yer out when yerself has been working all day, but it’s worried sick I am about that poor lass next door.’


‘Has he been at it again? I haven’t heard anything – not tonight, anyway.’


‘It was before yer came home from work. I’d been doin’ a bit of washing and had the back door open to let some of the steam out, when I heard them. Mary must have gone down the yard to fill the coal bucket and from what I heard, didn’t the queer feller himself follow her. He was cursing and swearing at the top of his voice, so he was, ranting and raving like a lunatic. It wasn’t that I wanted to listen, but sure it’s deaf yer’d have to be not to hear him when he takes off. I was about to close the door so I wouldn’t have to listen to the foul language, when I heard a loud smack and a cry of pain from Mary. Then the poor soul must have dropped the coal bucket because there was an almighty crash.’


Dot was tutting and shaking her head in anger. ‘One of these days someone will swing for that man.’ She turned to Maggie’s husband. ‘I’m sorry, Paddy, it’s an insult to you to call him a man. I was goin’ to say he was more like a wild animal, but then I’d be insulting the ruddy animals. At least they look after their own.’


‘Sure, I was beside meself, so I was,’ Maggie said. ‘I felt like goin’ around there with me brush and giving the divil a damn good hiding. But the size of me to him, what chance would I have? So I stood behind the door blessing meself and praying to the good Lord to put a stop to the poor woman’s agony.’


‘What I can’t understand is why Mary doesn’t tell her family. She’s got parents living in Walton, and she’s got married brothers. If they knew what was goin’ on they’d flay the living daylights out of me laddo. But she won’t tell them! When I asked her why, she said she didn’t want to worry them. Apparently they didn’t want her to marry him in the first place. They warned her he was no good.’


‘So that’s the reason she doesn’t have many visitors.’ Paddy nodded as though a query had been answered. ‘She did tell me wife once that she came from quite a big family, so she did, and we wondered why they never came to see her.’


‘It’s one of the mysteries of the world to me,’ Maggie said. ‘Two young people, only married a few years, sure they should still be acting like sweethearts, and that’s the truth of it. I’ll not lay any of the blame at Mary’s door – she’s as quiet and as meek as a lamb. It’s himself that’s at fault. He must have been born with the divil inside him.’


Dot sighed. ‘It’s no good approaching him, he’d give yer a go-along sooner than look at yer. All I can do is have a word with Mary – try to get her to see the sense of telling her family so they can sort him out. If she doesn’t do somethin’ about it, he’ll end up killing her one of these days.’


‘I’d not like yer to go away thinkin’ I’m a coward, Mrs Baker,’ Paddy said. ‘Sure, I could pick the man up with one hand and break his neck. But as I’ve told me wife, we’re strangers in this country and I’d not like the police coming to me door.’


‘I don’t think ye’re a coward, Paddy, anything but. And I understand how yer feel and agree with yer. That apology for a human being next door – he’s not worth getting into trouble for.’ Dot gave him a wide smile. ‘Now I’ve got a bone to pick with yer, Paddy O’Connor. Isn’t it about time yer called me by me first name? We’re all about the same age, but yer make me feel as old as the hills, calling me Mrs Baker all the time.’


‘Sure, I’ll do that, Dot, and it’s meself that’ll be honoured.’


Betty Mason opened the door to Katy and her eyes widened in surprise. ‘She’s gone, girl. She said yer were goin’ to be late so she’d go on without yer.’


‘OK, Mrs Mason, thanks.’


‘Ay, hang on a minute,’ Betty said as Katy went to walk away. ‘What’s goin’ on between you two? Our Doreen had a right gob on her last night and it hadn’t improved much this morning. She nearly bit me head off when I asked what was wrong, so I left her to get on with it. If she wants to be miserable, that’s her look-out.’ She leaned against the doorframe and folded her arms, which disappeared beneath the mountainous bosom. ‘Have you two had a fallin’-out?’


‘Not really.’ Katy didn’t want to give too much away. ‘Last night Mrs Edwards offered me a job in the shop and I think Doreen felt a bit left out. She’ll get over it before the day’s out, you’ll see.’


‘I’m glad yer got the job, Katy, it’ll help yer mam no end. Don’t take no notice of me daughter. If the silly cow wants to sulk then leave her to it.’


Katy smiled. ‘I’ll do that, Mrs Mason, but I’ll have to run for it now or I’ll be late for school. Ta-ra then.’


‘Ta-ra, girl, an’ I’m real glad for yer,’ Betty shouted after her. ‘The first thing yer learn when yer start in that shop is how I like me walnut toffee in small pieces, and with plenty of walnuts in, d’ye hear?’


Katy turned and waved. ‘I’ll measure each piece and count the walnuts.’


When she turned the corner of the street and saw Billy Harlow waiting for her, Katy showed her surprise. ‘I didn’t expect you, I thought yer’d have gone on with Doreen.’


‘Nah, I told her I’d wait for yer.’ Billy fell into step beside her. ‘She mumbled somethin’ about yer being late. I couldn’t make out what she was saying so I told her to go on.’


‘We had a tiff last night and she’s got a cob on.’ Katy glanced sideways as they hurried along. She wasn’t going to make matters worse between herself and Doreen by telling people what had really happened, but she had to tell him the news that had kept her awake half the night. ‘Billy, I’ve got a job!’


‘Go ’way.’ His footsteps faltered and he did a little skip to get back into step before asking, ‘Where’s the job?’


‘Edwards’, the sweetshop.’ They were by the girls’ entrance now and as she turned into the gates, Katy said, ‘I’ll tell yer about it tonight.’


Billy’s grin covered his face. ‘I’ll wait for yer and walk yer home.’


‘I won’t be walking, Billy, I’ll be legging it hell for leather. As soon as I’ve got the fire lit and given our Colin a buttie to keep him going until me mam comes in, I’ll be off down to the shop to get some more details off Mrs Edwards. You know, like when does she want me to start, what me hours will be and do I need an overall. There’s stacks of questions running round in me head but I’m that excited I can’t think straight.’


‘Yer’d better think straight in case Father Kelly picks on yer to answer a question out of the Catechism. Otherwise yer might get kept back to do lines.’ Billy saw his teacher standing ready to close the gates. ‘I’m off, I’ll see yer later.’


Doreen passed her friend in the corridor and looked through her, no sign of recognition on her face. Oh well, thought Katy, if that’s the way she wants it, then that’s the way she’ll get it.


When she got home Katy was met by a very smug-looking Colin. He’d cleaned the grate out and laid the fire ready for lighting. And he’d set the table ready for their dinner. ‘Oh, you lovely boy, I could eat yer.’ She gave him a hug and a big smile. ‘I can see ye’re going to be a big help to me and our mam.’


‘Just remember when ye’re in the money, Sis, that I knew yer when yer had nowt.’


Katy ruffled his hair. ‘Will yer be all right for half an hour while I run down to Edwards’? I want to make sure I’ve got the job otherwise I won’t sleep tonight.’


‘Ah, ay, but put a match to the fire before yer go, it’s flippin’ freezing in here.’


‘OK, and I’ll wait until it’s caught, but don’t you dare fiddle with it when I’m out.’


Fifteen minutes later, filled with trepidation, Katy pushed open the door of the shop where she hoped she was going to spend her working days. There were quite a few customers in and she stood at the back, not wanting to trouble Mrs Edwards when she was busy. But the shopkeeper flashed her a smile and jerked her head. ‘Come round the counter, girl, and get the feel of it.’


Sensing all eyes on her, and shaking with nerves, Katy lifted the hinged part of the counter and passed through before lowering it carefully. She knew several of the customers and returned their smiles. ‘Oh, aye, what’s all this then, Katy Baker?’ This was from Mrs Williams who lived in the same street. ‘A blue-eyed favourite, are yer?’


Molly Edwards tutted. ‘Ye’re a nosy bugger, Rita Williams. But for yer information, I’m hoping Katy is coming to work here when she leaves school next week.’


Katy plucked up the courage to say, ‘I am if the offer’s still open.’


Molly smiled her pleasure. ‘Then yer can start feeling yer way around, girl. Anyone just wanting an Echo, Katy will serve yer.’


Jim Edwards came through from the back room and winked at Katy. ‘Welcome aboard, girl. It’s a change to see a pretty face behind the counter.’


‘Well, you cheeky bugger!’ Molly handed over a bag of Dolly Mixtures and held out her hand for a halfpenny. ‘Did yer hear that?’ Her eyes moved from customer to customer. ‘She hasn’t even started yet an’ he’s making a pass at her!’


‘I wouldn’t entertain havin’ a pretty young girl workin’ in the shop.’ Rita Williams pursed her lips and nodded knowingly. ‘Yer’d never know a minute’s peace if yer left them alone together. What you need is someone with an ugly mug.’


Molly spluttered, ‘Are yer applying for the job, Rita?’


When Katy joined in the laughter that followed, her nerves disappeared completely. She’d love working here, she just knew she would.


‘I’ll take over now, Molly.’ Jim took the jar of sweets from his wife’s hands. ‘You and Katy sit in the back and sort out yer business in peace.’


‘Yer’ll have to excuse this place,’ Molly said, hastily moving boxes to free a chair for Katy to sit on. ‘We’ve got a lot of extra stock with it being Christmas. There’s over a hundred customers in the Christmas Club and next week is goin’ to be murder trying to make their orders up.’


‘I can come after school every day and give yer a hand,’ Katy said eagerly. ‘I pick things up easy – it won’t take me long to get used to where everything is.’


‘Oh, that would be a big help, girl. Me and Jim will be run off our feet in the shop, never mind making orders up.’ Molly rested her chin on her hand and studied Katy for a second. ‘Was yer mam all right about yer taking the job?’


‘She was as pleased as Punch, Mrs Edwards, she really was. And I’m so happy and excited I can’t wait to start.’


‘Would she let yer come for a few hours after school, and maybe work Saturday for us? We’d pay yer for it, of course.’


Katy’s eyes sparkled. ‘Oh, yes! Me mam would be glad of the few extra coppers. She has a struggle every week, but I don’t have to tell you that, yer’ve known us long enough.’


‘I have a lot of respect for your mam, Katy. She hasn’t had an easy time. She’s done a good job bringing you and Colin up without a man behind her, and I take me hat off to her.’


‘She’s the best mother in the world, Mrs Edwards, and I love her to bits.’


‘And she adores you and the boy.’ Molly had always had a soft spot for this girl. Even though her shoes were down-at-heel and her clothes patched and darned, she always had a smile on her face. ‘There’s not much to tell you about the shop – yer can only learn that from experience. The hours are forty-eight a week, and we’ll work out the times to suit all of us. You don’t have to work a week in hand, yer’ll be paid every Saturday for the week’s work yer’ve just done.’


This was the best news yet and had Katy sitting ramrod straight. ‘I don’t have to work a week in hand?’


Molly shook her head. ‘No, girl, no week in hand. We’re only a small shop and when yer get paid it’ll be for work yer’ve already done. If yer don’t work, yer don’t get paid, it’s as easy as that.’


Katy sighed with pleasure. ‘I’m glad I’ll have a few bob to give me mam. Even two bob would make such a difference to her.’


‘You do the work, girl, and we’ll give yer the money. And, Katy, I think we’re all goin’ to get on like a house on fire.’ Molly grinned. ‘Just don’t run off with my feller, that’s all I ask.’


While Katy was being given news that pleased and excited her, Doreen wasn’t faring so well. As soon as she’d got in from school her mother had collared her and sat her down at the table. ‘Have yer made it up with Katy?’


Doreen’s fair hair fanned her face when she shook her head. ‘It’s not up to me to make it up, she’s the one what started it. She told me I had a flaming cheek, and I’m not lettin’ her get away with that!’


‘I was in the sweetshop today,’ Betty’s voice was deceptively calm, ‘and I mentioned to Molly about Katy getting the job. In a roundabout way, I got the story of what really happened. And I’ll tell yer this, if I’d have been Katy I’d have done more than tell yer yer had a flamin’ cheek, I’d have clocked yer one. Of all the dirty tricks to pull on a friend, that one takes some beating, believe me.’


‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about. There was a job goin’ and I asked for it! Where’s the harm in that?’ Doreen’s face was defiant. ‘Yer want me to get a job, don’t yer?’


‘Don’t you pull that face on me, my girl, or use that tone of voice. Of course I want yer to get a job, but not at the expense of someone who’s been yer mate since yer were babies. If you can’t see what yer did was a lousy trick, then I’m probably wasting me breath talking to yer, but for me own sake I’ve got to get it off me chest.’ Betty took a deep breath to calm her frustration. ‘Over the years, when you’ve been gettin’ new dresses and fancy shoes, Katy has had to make do with cast-offs. But never once has she moaned or complained, because she loves her mam and understands she can’t afford the sort of gear you were gettin’. I can’t count the number of times I’ve heard her telling yer how nice yer looked, but never once have I heard you paying her a compliment. Even when she’s offered a job with the chance to earn a few bob to buy herself the things you take for granted, ye’re not happy for her, are yer? Oh no, yer try and steal it from her! Well, if ye’re wondering why Molly offered the job to Katy and not to you, just stand up and take a good look at yerself in the mirror. Ye’re my daughter, but ye’re selfish through and through. The best thing that’s ever happened to yer was having Katy Baker for a friend. She was a good friend to you, but you were never a friend to her. Falling out with her is your loss, not hers.’


Betty pushed the chair back and stood up. She smoothed down the front of her wrap-around pinny as she eyed her daughter. ‘Carry on the way yer are, Doreen, and ye’re in for a lonely life.’




Chapter Three


‘Things are looking up, aren’t they, sunshine?’ Dot drained her teacup, careful to keep her lips on the side of the cup that wasn’t chipped at the rim. New crockery was way down the list of things they needed, but it would be heaven to have a cup and saucer that matched, still had its handle intact and was minus chips and cracks. ‘It seems yer’ve landed on yer feet with the Edwards. They sound like good employers.’


‘They’re awful nice, Mam, so friendly and easy to get on with. And fancy them lettin’ me serve some customers – not many would do that. I only sold papers, but they let me take the money and put it in the till. I was terrified at first, then I began to enjoy meself. A couple of our neighbours were in and they pulled me leg a bit, but it was all in good fun and we didn’t half have a laugh.’ Katy passed a slice of bread over to Colin. ‘Can you eat this? I’m full up with all the excitement.’


Dot laughed. ‘Have yer ever known yer brother to refuse anything that he can put in his mouth? Old seven bellies, that’s him.’


‘Don’t upset him, Mam, for heaven’s sake – it’s Be Nice to Colin time.’ Katy put her arm across her brother’s shoulders. ‘If I go to the shop after school, will you do the same as yer did today? Set the fire and the table, and run to the shops if necessary?’


Colin narrowed his eyes. ‘Will I be on for the threepence yer promised me?’


‘I don’t know how much I’ll be gettin’ meself, but I did promise, so yeah, I’ll give yer the money. But don’t ever come the old soldier, Colin, and say yer didn’t do this, that or the other ’cos yer didn’t feel well. No work, no pay.’


‘He’ll keep to his word, won’t yer, son?’ Dot smiled across the table. ‘He knows which side his bread’s buttered on. In a couple of weeks we’ll all feel the benefit of the extra money coming in. Life will be much easier.’


‘Mam, I’ve been thinking.’ Katy pushed her plate to one side so she could rest her elbows on the table. ‘If you’ve got enough to pay for the food over Christmas, can the few bob I earn be spent on Christmassy things? Just a few streamers and some tinsel to brighten the place up.’


‘It’s your money, sunshine, so you can do what yer like with it.’


‘No, Mam, it’s not my money, it’s our money. All these years you’ve had to go out to work to keep me and Colin. Now I’ll be able to pay my whack towards the housekeeping, and when Colin starts work he can do the same. But just this once, for Christmas, can’t we go mad and buy things that are not really needed, but will brighten the house up?’


There was a trace of sadness in Dot’s smile. ‘Yeah, go on, you go ahead and brighten the place up. We might have empty purses, but our tummies and our hearts will be full and the house will be cheerful . . . what more can we ask for?’ She glanced at the clock. ‘What time does the queer feller next door go out every night, d’yer know? I want to have a word with Mary and I’m not going when he’s in.’


‘Around eight o’clock, I think,’ Katy said. ‘I’ve never really taken much notice, but it’s roughly the same time every night.’


‘I’ll get these dishes done first, then I can sit and have a warm while I’m waiting. You keep yer eye out for him passing the window, Colin, there’s a good boy.’


Katy gave her mother a hand with the dishes, then they pulled the old dolly tub out to put some clothes in to steep overnight. ‘I won’t be able to do these for yer tomorrow after school, Mam, ’cos I’ll be going straight to the shop. But I can show our Colin how to use the dolly peg in the morning, and he can have a go. He won’t do it properly, yer can’t expect that, but at least he’ll get the worst of the dirt out.’


‘No, yer need to use plenty of elbow grease when yer use the dolly peg and he wouldn’t understand that ’cos he’s never had to do it. Yer can’t put an old head on young shoulders, sunshine, it wouldn’t be fair to try.’ Dot picked a dirty shirt off the floor and held it out. ‘This has been sewn that many times it won’t take much more. The material’s so thin now it wouldn’t stand a needle and thread.’


‘Never mind, Mam. After the holidays yer can buy him a new one.’


At that moment Colin poked his head around the door. ‘Mam, he’s just gone past.’


‘OK, son, I’m just waiting for the pans to boil to fill the tub, then I’ll slip next door.’


Dot waited after knocking at the door but there was no sound. She knew Mary was in because the woman never went over the door at night. So when there was no answer to her second knock, either, she lifted the letter box and shouted through, ‘Mary, it’s Dot. Will yer open the flippin’ door before I freeze to death?’


After a few seconds the door slowly opened several inches, just enough for Mary’s forehead to be seen. ‘What is it, Dot?’


‘I wanted to have a word with yer, that’s all. It seems ages since you an’ me had a really good natter.’


‘Could yer make it another time, Dot, I’m busy right now.’


‘No, Mary. Now I’ve made the effort to get off me backside, leave a nice warm fire just to see yer, I’m not comin’ back another time.’ Dot kept her tone light. ‘Yer haven’t got a fancy man in there, by any chance, have yer?’


‘I don’t feel very well, Dot. Make it another night, please.’


Dot put her hand on the door and pushed it open. ‘If I have to stand here all night, love, I’m not leaving until I’ve had a word with yer. So before I turn into a bloody icicle, move aside and let me pass.’ She stepped into the hall, giving her neighbour no option but to move back and let her in. ‘I hope yer’ve got a good fire going, Mary. I’m frozen right through to me flippin’ marrow. Goose-pimples all over, I am.’


Mary closed the door and shuffled along the hall in a pair of well-worn slippers. ‘I’ve just put a few cobs on the fire, they’ll burn up in no time.’ Her shoulders drooping, she led the way into the living room. Just inside, she turned, a hand covering the left side of her face. ‘I walked into a door in the dark and gave meself a black eye.’


Dot reached over and pulled her hand gently away. ‘Oh, my God!’ Mary’s eye, and the top part of her cheek, was black and blue, and so swollen the whole side of her face was disfigured. ‘He did that to you?’


‘I told yer, I walked into a door!’ There were tears in the other woman’s eyes. ‘It was me own fault for not lookin’ where I was going.’


‘Come off it, Mary, I wasn’t born yesterday. Yer never got that by walking into a door, I’d stake me life on it.’ Dot took hold of her elbow and led her to a chair. ‘Sit down, sunshine, and then I can park me carcass as well.’ She waited until her neighbour was seated then chose a chair facing her. ‘What did he hit yer for this time? And don’t try and give me some cock-and-bull story, Mary, ’cos yer make a bloody awful liar.’


Her head bowed, Mary picked nervously at her nails. ‘I said somethin’ that upset him, but he didn’t mean to hit me, it was just in the heat of the moment. He said he was sorry afterwards.’


‘Will yer stop making excuses for him and stop ruddy well blaming yerself every time he gives yer a go-along? You are married to one bad-tempered, evil bully, an’ it’s about time yer put a stop to it.’ Dot huffed. ‘He was sorry afterwards, ey? Yeah, I’ll bet he was. So sorry he went down to the pub to drown his sorrows. I’ll tell yer what, Mary, if he’d have done that to me he’d have been sorry all right. I’d have taken the bloody poker to him.’


‘I haven’t got the energy to fight back, Dot, I’m no match for him. You’re right, he is a bad-tempered bully and I rue the day I ever married him. I should have listened to me mam and dad, they could see through him from the first day they met him. But I was too stupid to listen to them, I thought I knew better. Now I’ve got to live with my mistake for the rest of me life and there’s times I wish I was dead.’ She burst into racking sobs.


‘In the name of God, Mary, that’s no way for a young woman of twenty-six to talk. If yer hate yer life so much, then do something to change it! I know ye’re no match for him, but yer’ve got brothers. Ask them to sort him out – at least put the frighteners on him.’


When Mary lifted her head, Dot’s heart went out to her. One eye was completely closed with the angry bruises and swelling, and the other was blurred with tears. She’d been such a pretty woman when she’d first come to live in the street, with a nice slim figure, her mousy-coloured hair always well groomed, velvety brown eyes and a ready smile. The woman facing Dot now bore no resemblance to that person. She was painfully thin, her hair was straggly, her clothes dowdy and she had the air of someone who had given up on life. When she spoke her voice was thick with emotion. ‘He’s taken everything away from me – me self-respect, me confidence and me peace of mind. But I still have some pride, and I’ll not ask my family for help. I married Tom against their wishes, I made me own bed and now I must lie on it.’


‘So yer carry on being a punch-bag for a man who isn’t fit to wipe yer shoes on? Yer’ve just said yer’ve still got some pride left, but yer can’t have, Mary, because if yer did yer wouldn’t stand for what he’s doing to yer. While ye’re prepared to take it, he’ll keep dishing it out, and what sort of a future is that?’


‘I’m expecting a baby.’ Mary’s voice was so low Dot had to strain to catch what she was saying. ‘I went to the doctor’s yesterday morning and he examined me. For the first time in years, I thought the future looked rosy. I was daft enough to think Tom would be pleased, that having a baby would change him.’ Her laugh was bitter. ‘How wrong I was. He flew into such a rage he frightened me. He was shouting at the top of his voice, poking me in the chest and his eyes were nearly popping out of his head. It was my fault I was pregnant, I was a stupid bitch and he didn’t want no brat in this house.’


Dot was beside herself with anger. ‘The more I hear of this man, the more convinced I am that he’s not right in the head. He gets you in the family way, blames you for being a stupid bitch, and calls his own unborn baby a brat! He wants putting in a strait-jacket and locking up in an asylum for the insane. D’yer know, there’s folk a lot more sane than he is, in the blinkin’ mad-house.’


‘I was so happy when I came out of the doctor’s yesterday, I even walked with a spring in me step. I’ve always wanted a baby, and I thought it would be the making of Tom, that he’d be proud at the thought of becoming a father. Like the stupid bitch he says I am, I even had visions of him putting his arms around me and kissing me.’ Mary fingered a piece of loose thread hanging from the sleeve of her cardi. ‘Me happiness was short-lived, he saw to that. Now I’m sorry I’m expectin’, ’cos how can I bring a baby into the world when I know what sort of a life it’ll have?’


‘I give up!’ Dot snorted. ‘I can’t find words bad enough to describe what I think of him. Yer tell him ye’re carrying a baby, his own flesh and blood, and he belts yer one! Honest to God, this is one time I wish I was a man. I’d give him the hiding of his life.’


‘I knew he was going to hit me, I can always tell, so I picked up the coal bucket and ran into the yard. I thought he might calm down a bit if I left him to think it over, but he followed me and this,’ she tenderly fingered her bruised face, ‘is what I got for me pains.’


‘I’m not goin’ to tell yer no lies, Mary, there’s no point. I knew what had happened because Maggie O’Connor heard it all. She’s not a gossip-monger, as yer well know, but she told me because she was worried about yer. She’d have been a damn sight more worried if she’d known he was belting yer because yer were pregnant.’


The sigh that came from Mary was one of despair. ‘I never thought I’d end up like this, never in a million years. When I was young I used to be full of life, out dancing every night and I had my pick of dozens of boys. If only I’d married one of them, how different things would have been. But no, I met Tom Campbell and he swept me off me feet with his sweet-talk and his promises of married bliss. Like a fool I fell for it, and for a few weeks it was bliss. Then, when it was too late, I found out the hard way what he was really like, and why. He told me his father used to beat his mother regularly. Apparently he taught Tom that the only way to keep a woman in her place was to rule her with a rod of iron and to belt her if she ever stepped out of line. And Tom didn’t take his mother’s side. He looked up to his father, you see – thought he was a real man.’ Mary’s next sigh came from her heart. ‘I think we’d been married about a month when he first hit me, and he’s done it regularly ever since.’


‘Well, it’s got to stop right now,’ Dot said, putting her foot down. ‘Yer haven’t only got yerself to think about, there’s an innocent baby growin’ inside yer that yer’ve got to protect. If the queer feller is allowed to keep on belting yer every time he feels like it, yer could end up having a miscarriage and I’m sure yer don’t want that.’


‘Oh no, I want this baby!’ Mary looked horrified. ‘It would be someone of me own that I could love and cherish. But you don’t know how evil my husband can be. He said he didn’t want a brat in this house and believe me, Dot, he’s cruel enough to beat me to a pulp if it would get rid of the baby. And nothing I could say or do would stop him.’


‘Pack up and go back to yer mam, Mary, that’s my advice to yer. Pocket yer pride and go back home, where yer’ll be cared for by people who love yer. And the baby would be safe from harm.’


‘It wouldn’t be as easy as yer make it sound, Dot. Oh, me family would welcome me with open arms and they’d look after me and the baby. But Tom knows where they live and he’d be around there like a shot, banging on the door and shouting his head off. He’d bring shame to me mam’s house, and I’ll not put her through that.’ Mary gazed into the flames as they danced around the glowing coals, spurting and cracking. ‘No, I’ll have to stay here and make the best of it.’


‘I think yer want yer bumps feeling, Mary, and that’s being honest. But if that’s the way yer want it, there’s nowt I can do about it. But I want yer to promise me that if he ever goes to hit yer again, yer’ll give a knock on our wall and I’ll come in. I can’t see him touching yer in front of a neighbour who might tell everyone in the street what sort of a man he is. He wouldn’t want his cronies in the pub to know he beats his wife, and her in the family way. He’d have to slink down the street, not swagger the way he does now, and he’d have to find another watering hole.’


‘I won’t burden you with me troubles, Dot, but I’m glad yer came tonight because I feel better just for talking to yer. I won’t let him hurt me baby, I’ll promise yer that.’


‘Well, if things get out of hand, yer know what to do. If I’m not in, shout for Maggie – she’ll come running. Don’t for God’s sake try and cope on yer own if yer see he’s in one of his moods or yer’ll end up being sorry.’ Dot stretched her arms over her head and yawned. ‘I’m all in, it’ll be an early night for me. It must be old age creepin’ up on me, Mary. I can’t stand the pace like I used to.’


‘I should think yer would be tired, working every day and the house and kids to see to. Yer’ve got enough problems of yer own without worrying about me.’


‘What are neighbours for, sunshine, if it’s not to help one another? And we’re not only neighbours, we’re mates, aren’t we? And yer’ve got a good mate living on the other side of yer, too. Maggie would be a good friend to yer if yer’d let her. Don’t be so bloody stubborn, Mary, yer might be glad of Maggie’s help before ye’re much older. Neither of yer go out much during the day, so why don’t yer invite her in for a cup of tea? It would do yer the world of good to mix with people, buck yer up no end.’


‘Look at the state of this place, Dot, it’s not fit to invite anyone into. Tommy hasn’t any pride in his home, he won’t even give me the money so I could paper it.’


‘Don’t be makin’ excuses, Mary, my house is a damn sight worse than this. I can’t even remember what the pattern on the wallpaper was, it’s faded so much.’ Dot stood up and smiled down into the disfigured face. ‘Still, I’ve got me daughter starting work soon and after I’ve bought some decent clothes for all of us, I’m going to have a bash at decorating the living room. I’ve never done it before, but there’s a first time for everything.’


Mary stood up and followed Dot down the hall. ‘Thanks for coming. It’s a change to have someone to talk to and get things off me chest.’


Dot stepped into the street and pulled her coat around her. ‘I think it’s cold enough for snow but I hope I’m wrong. The soles on the only pair of shoes I’ve got are paper thin – they wouldn’t stand up to trudging through snow.’ She shivered and put her hands up the sleeves of her coat. ‘Yer know where I am if yer want me, now don’t forget.’


Miss Clements raised her head from the books she was marking and rapped the end of her pencil on the desk. ‘Letty Kennedy and Nita Williams, will you stop talking and get on with your work! If you were as good at stretching your minds as you are at stretching your mouths, perhaps your arithmetic book would be full of ticks instead of crosses. Now get on with it, and if I have to tell you again you’ll be kept back in detention.’


Both girls answered, ‘Yes, Miss,’ and before bending their heads over their books they rolled their eyes at each other and pulled faces. Next week couldn’t come quick enough for them. The teacher’s eyes lighted on Katy Baker. The girl was deep in concentration as she applied herself to the additions, subtractions and multiplications set out in her book. She was a good pupil, was Katy, diligent, clever, polite and forever pleasant. She’d miss her when she left. ‘Katy, would you come to my desk for a moment, please?’


Katy laid her pen down by the inkwell, and full of apprehension made her way to the front of the class. ‘Yes, Miss Clements?’


‘I believe you have a job to go to, Katy.’


‘Yes, Miss, in the sweetshop in Hawthorne Road. I’m very lucky and really looking forward to it.’


‘I’m very pleased for you and I know you’ll do well. You’ve been an excellent pupil, Katy, one of the best I’ve ever had. I bet your mother’s proud of you, isn’t she?’


‘Oh yes, Miss, she’s over the moon. With my wages coming in she won’t have to scrimp and scrape every week.’


‘When do you start?’


‘I could start right away, ’cos the shop’s very busy with Christmas so near. But with us not breaking up until next Friday, I won’t be able to start proper until after the holiday. I’m going every night after school to give Mr and Mrs Edwards a hand, though, and I’m glad about that because it means I’ll be able to give me mam a few bob to help her out.’


Miss Clements studied her face for a few seconds before saying, ‘You can go back to your desk now, dear.’


It was as the girls were filing back into the classroom after the playtime period was over, that Miss Clements again called Katy to her desk. ‘Miss Boswell would like to see you in her office, Katy. Would you go along now, please?’


Her tummy beginning to knot with fear, Katy asked, ‘I haven’t done anything wrong, have I, Miss?’


‘Not at all, dear. There’s no need to be afraid. Miss Boswell will explain to you.’
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