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Chapter One


‘I wish I knew what she wants me for.’ Molly realised she was talking aloud and turned her head quickly to make sure there was no one around. ‘I’ll be getting locked up one of these days, talkin’ to meself.’


She gripped one of the round iron end posts of the railing before her and surveyed the single-storey council school. Since her daughter, Jill, had come home yesterday with a note saying the headmistress wanted to see Molly, she had been a bag of nerves. If it had been her other daughter, Doreen, or her son Tommy who’d brought the letter home she’d have known it meant bad news ’cos they were a right pair of scallywags. Always in trouble for one thing or another, getting the cane in school for being cheeky or fighting with the other kids in the street. But Jill was different, never caused her a moment’s worry. Her school report was always good, and she never fell out of friends with anyone. So what the headmistress wanted to see Molly for was a mystery.


She looked down at her old coat which was frayed around the button holes and cuffs. It had been blue when she bought it, but now it had faded so much it was hard to tell what colour it was supposed to be. And when her eyes travelled down to her scruffy shoes, she let out a deep sigh. For all the polish and elbow grease, they still looked like something the rag man would turn up his nose at. Still, they were all she had so it was a case of Hobson’s choice.


Her gaze moved to the hand gripping the railing, and the ring of white skin on the third finger of her left hand. For the first time in her married life, she’d pawned her wedding ring. If Jack found out, there’d be merry hell to pay. But what else could she have done? She didn’t have a pair of stockings to her name, and she certainly wasn’t going to let her daughter down by turning up with bare legs. Being poor didn’t mean they had no pride.


Reminding herself to keep her ringless finger out of sight, Molly took a deep breath, muttering, ‘Don’t know what I’m gettin’ all worked up about, she can’t eat me.’


Straightening her shoulders and holding her head high, she marched through the school gates and across the playground. Molly had a bonny figure, not fat but padded in all the right places, and she moved now with an easy grace that belied the apprehension she felt.


The corridors were empty when she entered the building but she knew where Miss Bond’s office was, and made her way towards it.


‘Sit down, Mrs Bennett.’ The headmistress waved her to a chair on the other side of her desk. She was a tall angular woman with steel grey hair combed back from her face and coiled into a bun at the nape of her neck. She had a stern face, and looking at her beneath lowered lids, Molly thought, it’s no wonder all the kids are scared stiff of her. Her face is enough to frighten the living daylights out of anyone!


Miss Bond took some papers from a side drawer of her desk and laid them in front of her. ‘I wanted to talk to you about Jill.’


‘Why?’ Molly sat forward. ‘What’s she been up to?’


The ghost of a smile crossed Miss Bond’s face. ‘Nothing wrong, I can assure you. Jill is one of the best pupils we’ve ever had. She’s always polite, pleasant, and very diligent.’ She picked up the top sheet of paper from the pile and handed it to Molly. ‘This is her school report, which you’ll be getting when she leaves school next month. As you will see, she came top of the class in every subject.’


The words on the paper swam before Molly’s eyes. She looked at them because she knew it was expected of her, but her mind was still asking why she was here. She raised her head. ‘Our Jill’s always been bright, right from when she was a toddler.’


‘She’s more than bright, Mrs Bennett, she’s a very clever girl. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I think Jill should go on from here to a high school.’


‘A high school!’ Molly’s jaw dropped. ‘But she’ll be fourteen! Everyone goes to work when they’re fourteen.’


Miss Bond leaned forward, her elbows on the desk. ‘Not everyone has Jill’s brains. She’s a very intelligent girl, and with the right education she could go far. It would be such a waste to send someone as bright as she is to work in a corner shop or a factory.’


‘A factory job was good enough for me,’ Molly said, her face red. ‘It didn’t do me no ’arm. An’ her dad works in a factory.’


‘I didn’t mean to sound patronising,’ Miss Bond replied. ‘But I don’t think you understand how gifted your daughter is. I’ve been teaching for thirty years now, and Jill is one of the most promising girls I have ever taught. With the right education, she could go far.’


‘And where’s the money comin’ from?’ Molly asked, thinking the woman must have lost the run of her senses. Did she think they were millionaires or something?


‘If you agree, we could try to get her a free scholarship. She would have no trouble passing the entrance exam.’ Miss Bond knew she was asking a lot from a family who were hard put to make ends meet, but she had to try. Jill Bennett had it in her to make something of herself, to get out of the poverty trap that her parents and all their neighbours were in. ‘The only money you would need to provide would be for her uniform and books.’


‘Is that all?’ Molly couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice. Then she lowered her head, and gazing at her clasped hands told herself to keep that quick temper of hers in check. ‘Miss Bond, we don’t ’ave money to spare. My ’usband brings in two pounds fifteen shillings a week, and that’s with workin’ all the hours God sends. Out of that I ’ave to pay the rent, gas and coal, and feed and clothe the six of us. I get me money on a Saturday, an’ by Tuesday I don’t ’ave two ha’pennies to rub together. We live on tick from the corner shop until pay day, then we start all over again.’


‘Will you at least think about it, and talk it over with your husband? It would be such a waste if Jill weren’t given the opportunity to make use of the talents she’s been blessed with.’


Molly’s eyes narrowed. ‘Does our Jill know about this? I don’t want yer fillin’ her head with impossible dreams, an’ then ’er blamin’ us for keepin’ her back.’


Miss Bond shook her head. ‘I haven’t spoken to Jill about it. But I beg you to give it some thought, talk it over with your husband and see what he says.’


Molly put her hands on the arms of the chair and levered herself up. ‘All the talkin’ in the world won’t change things. I’ve been waitin’ for our Jill to leave school, lookin’ forward to havin’ an extra few bob comin’ in.’


Molly looked at the headmistress’s good quality warm dress and sturdy shoes, and wondered if she had any idea what it was like to try to feed and clothe six of them on the money Jack brought home. She didn’t look as though she’d ever known hard times.


Miss Bond held the door open. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, but please think it over.’


‘I could think about it until kingdom come, but it wouldn’t make any difference.’ Molly gave a deep sigh. ‘I know yer’ve only got Jill’s interests at heart, an’ I thank yer for that. If our circumstances were different I’d be only too happy to do anythin’ to help ’er and me other children, ’cos they mean the whole world to me an’ my ’usband. But as things are, we’ve barely enough money comin’ in to put clothes on their backs an’ food in their stomachs. I need Jill working and bringin’ in a wage every week, not for luxuries but for survival.’


Molly could feel the headmistress’s eyes on her back as she walked down the corridor and forced herself to move slowly. But as soon as she was through the main door she took to her heels and ran across the playground, tears streaming down her face. She kept up the pace until she was out of breath and pains in her chest forced her to slow down. Her tummy was churning with a mixture of despair and humiliation, and she felt like being sick.


Molly dashed a hand across her eyes. She’d never felt so worthless in her life. When she’d told Miss Bond they were too poor to send Jill to high school she was only telling the truth. But it didn’t stop her feeling guilty that their circumstances were going to prevent her daughter from having the start in life she deserved.


Then the anger in Molly answered back. I should never have been put in that position! As though I was to blame! Surely to God the woman should be more understanding, seeing as all the kids attending that school are from working-class families, some of them without a decent pair of shoes on their feet. Perhaps she hadn’t meant to sound as though she was blaming Molly for holding her daughter back, but to Molly’s ears that’s just the way it did sound. As she walked in the direction of home an argument raged in her head.


‘Bein’ poor isn’t somethin’ to be ashamed of,’ she muttered aloud, bringing a startled look to the face of a woman passing in the opposite direction. ‘Half the people in the country are as poor as we are . . . some are even worse off! She ’ad no right to make me feel guilty, as though I don’t want what’s best for me own daughter. As if I wouldn’t give ’er the world if it was in me power! But I can’t just pluck money out of thin air. And I don’t ’ave a magic wand to wave, or a fairy godmother to grant me three wishes, so it’s no good me cryin’ me eyes out and gettin’ all upset. Fate deals the cards and we didn’t get a winning hand, that’s the top an’ bottom of it.’


‘Has she been behavin’ herself? Not givin’ yer any lip?’


‘She’s been fine.’ Mary Watson had been minding Molly’s four-year-old daughter, Ruthie. ‘We’ve been playin’ snap all afternoon.’


‘I won, Mam!’ Ruthie threw her arms around Molly’s waist. ‘I won nearly all the games.’


‘Yer cheated,’ Bella Watson said, her tiny mouth pursed. She was the same age as Ruthie, and when they weren’t fighting they were the best of friends. ‘Yer hid cards under the table.’


‘Don’t be tellin’ tales out of school,’ Mary laughed. ‘Yer both as bad as one another.’ She looked hard at Molly, noting the red-rimmed eyes. ‘How did yer get on?’


‘All right!’ Molly wasn’t in the mood for confidences. ‘It was just to tell me our Jill’s done very well, top of the class in everythin’.’


Molly turned to her daughter and was just in time to see her raise her hand and smack Bella across the face. ‘You little faggot!’ She bent and delivered a resounding slap across Ruthie’s legs. ‘Honest, I need eyes in me backside with you.’


‘That’s not fair!’ Ruthie hopped up and down, rubbing her leg. ‘She ’it me first.’


Molly groaned and raised her eyes to the sky. ‘Flippin’ kids! Who’d ’ave ’em?’ She grabbed her daughter’s hand. ‘Say yer sorry to Bella, and thank Auntie Mary for mindin’ yer.’


Ruthie lowered her head, her toes scuffing the pavement. ‘She ’it me first.’


‘Skip it, Molly,’ said Mary. ‘They’re both as bad as one another.’ She folded her arms. ‘Yer haven’t seen anythin’ of Miss Clegg, have yer?’


Molly looked puzzled. ‘No, why?’


‘I haven’t seen hide nor hair of ’er for three days and I’m gettin’ worried. Usually I see her a couple of times a day, either standin’ at the door or in the yard, but for the last three days I haven’t set eyes on her. I’ve tried knockin’ on her door, and on the wall, but there’s no answer.’


‘Have yer tried the back door?’


Mary nodded. ‘It’s locked.’


Molly walked the few steps to next door and banged hard on the knocker. Then she lifted the letter box and yelled, ‘Miss Clegg!’ After a few minutes she walked back to Mary. ‘Yer’ve got me worried now.’ Mary’s neighbour was eighty-two, a lovely old lady who was popular with everyone in the street. ‘We’d better do somethin’, ’cos at her age anythin’ could ’ave happened.’


‘I’ve thought of everythin’, Molly, and don’t know what more I can do.’


‘Well, we can’t just stand by an’ do nothin’.’ Molly was feeling uneasy. She was very fond of the old lady who was like a grandmother to all the kids in the street. ‘When our Tommy comes ’ome from school, I’ll get ’im to climb over ’er yard wall and open the entry door for us. With a bit of luck ’er kitchen door might be unlocked.’


Tommy gazed at the wall, a gleam of excitement in his eyes. ‘I’ll easy get over there.’


Molly and Mary gaped as he pressed his back against the opposite wall, then with his arms high above his head, took a running jump. Before they had time to take in what was happening he was sitting astride the top of Miss Clegg’s wall, then he swung his body round and jumped down.


‘My God, he’s done that a few times,’ Molly said. ‘No wonder he’s never got an arse in ’is kecks or soles on ’is shoes.’


Tommy opened the entry door with a flourish, a look of triumph on his face. ‘Easy-peasy.’


Molly didn’t know whether to kiss him or give him a crack. Then she remembered she was the one who’d asked him to do it, so she could hardly blame him. ‘Come on, Mary, let’s see if the door’s open.’


But the kitchen door was locked, and they looked at each other questioningly. ‘What now?’ asked Mary.


Molly was already peering through the net curtains on the window, but the material was heavily patterned and she couldn’t see anything. ‘Tommy, come and stand on this sill an’ see if yer can get the top of the window down.’ He hopped on to the sill, thinking it was getting more exciting all the time. With his mother’s hands supporting him, he looked through the glass pane. ‘The window’s not locked, I can see the catch.’


‘Then pull it down,’ Molly said. ‘Gently though, I ’aven’t got no money to be payin’ out for a new window.’


But the window hadn’t been opened for years and it refused to budge. Tommy grunted and groaned as he pushed and pulled, but to no avail. ‘It’s no good, Mam, it’s stuck.’


‘I wish Harry was here,’ Mary wailed. ‘He’d know what to do.’


‘Well, he’s not ’ere, so forget it.’ Molly stroked her chin. ‘The flamin’ window’s probably been painted over while it was closed and now it’s stuck fast.’ She thought for a few seconds then patted her son’s bottom. ‘Tommy, give a few bangs on the side of the frame, that might do the trick.’


He banged and pulled until his hands were sore. ‘Ah, ray, Mam, I’ve got splinters in me ’ands!’


‘Just once more for luck,’ Molly coaxed. And when the window dropped an inch she had reason to smile for the first time that day. ‘Ooh, yer clever kid! Now see if yer can get it down lower.’


His fingers in the narrow gap, Tommy put his full weight behind the next pull. He was rewarded when the frame rattled, then shuddered down a further twelve inches. After that, though, no amount of coaxing or pulling would shift it.


‘Could yer get through there, son?’


Tommy eyed the narrow aperture. ‘Yer won’t blame me if I break anythin’, will yer?’


Molly watched his head and shoulders disappear before closing her eyes. ‘I can’t look, Mary, tell us what’s goin’ on.’


Mary’s hand was over her mouth as she gave a running commentary. ‘His legs are goin’ in now. I can see ’is hand on the inside of the window. There’s a lot of clatterin’ goin’ on, like pans and dishes, but I can’t see anything.’


Molly opened her eyes when she heard the bolt being drawn back. Then the door opened and Tommy stood there grinning from ear to ear. The last half hour had been more exciting than going to the Saturday matinee to see Tom Mix. He wished his mates had been there to see him ’cos he knew when he told them on Monday they wouldn’t believe him.


‘Good work, son.’ Molly ruffled his hair. ‘Now wait ’ere while me an’ Mary ’ave a look-see. Don’t go away in case we need yer.’


Mary was so close on Molly’s heels she collided with her when Molly came to an abrupt halt. ‘Oh, my God!’ Molly rushed across the room to where she could see Miss Clegg stretched out on the couch. The old lady’s eyes were closed and her body was so still it caused the blood in Molly’s veins to run cold. She bent down and put one hand to the cold forehead while feeling for a pulse with the other.


Behind her, Mary cried, ‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’


Molly silenced her with a withering look. Then she knelt down and stroked the thin, snow white hair. ‘Miss Clegg, it’s Molly.’


The old lady’s eyelids flickered briefly, then her lips moved. Molly bent closer. ‘What was that, Miss Clegg? Yer want a drink? I’ll make yer one right now.’


Molly scrambled to her feet, grabbed Mary’s arm and marched her through to the kitchen. ‘Run up to the corner shop an’ ask Maisie to phone for the doctor. Tell ’er it’s urgent, then get back ’ere quick.’


‘D’yer want me, Mam?’ Tommy asked.


‘Yeah, run ’ome and get me a cup of milk.’ Molly held the kettle under the tap. ‘And don’t hang around, d’yer ’ear?’


The tea was made when Mary returned to say the doctor would be there as soon as he could. ‘Maisie said if yer need a hand, let her know.’


‘Raise Miss Clegg’s head while I give ’er this drink,’ Molly said. ‘I’m frightened to move ’er until we know what’s wrong.’


She held the cup to the parched lips and nearly jumped out of her skin when a thin hand covered hers to stop the cup being taken away. Within seconds it was empty. ‘Well, I never! Yer must ’ave been thirsty, Miss Clegg.’


The old lady dropped her head back. ‘Three . . . days.’ The words were as soft as the rustle of a leaf. ‘No . . . drink.’


‘I’ll make yer another one, then.’ Once again Mary was marched through to the kitchen. Molly opened her mouth to speak then realised her son was watching and listening, taking in everything. ‘Tommy, go ’ome an’ put a match under the pan of scouse. Leave it on a low light so it doesn’t burn.’


She waited till her son was out of earshot. ‘We’ll ’ave to clean ’er up before the doctor comes. The poor thing’s wringin’ wet, an’ she’s dirtied ’erself. The couch is soakin’, too, but we can’t do much about that.’ Molly gave a deep sigh. ‘Now yer not goin’ to go all weepy on me, are yer, Mary? ’Cos if yer are, yer’ll be neither use nor ornament.’


Mary squared her shoulders. ‘I’ll be all right. What d’yer want me to do?’


‘We’ll ’ave to see what’s wrong with ’er first, she seems to be in a lot of pain. But if we can, we’ll change all her clothes ’cos she smells to high heaven.’


Molly knelt down by the side of the couch. ‘Miss Clegg, can yer tell us what’s wrong with yer? The doctor’s comin’ an’ we’d like to clean yer up a bit before ’e gets here.’


‘My foot . . . terrible pain.’ The words came slowly as though the old lady didn’t have the energy to talk. But with a bit of coaxing from Molly they heard that she’d been standing on a chair cleaning the inside of the windows when she fell. She’d managed to crawl to the couch before passing out with the pain. When asked by Mary why she hadn’t knocked on the wall for help, Miss Clegg said it was dark when she came to, and she didn’t like to knock in case they were in bed. After that she’d been too weak even to try to move.


‘It’s too dark in ’ere to see anythin’, we need some light on the subject.’ Molly stood on a chair before striking a match and pulling on one of the chains hanging either side of the gas fitting. She held the match to the gauze of the gas mantle and the room flooded with light. ‘That’s better, we can see what we’re sayin’ now.’


As she was stepping down from the chair, Molly heard Mary’s gasp. ‘Just look at the state of ’er leg.’


‘Oh, dear God!’ Molly gazed with horror at the old lady’s leg. The foot and ankle were swollen to three times their normal size and the swelling reached halfway up her leg. ‘Yer don’t do things by half, do yer, sunshine?’ Molly forced a smile to her face. ‘It probably looks worse than it is, so don’t be worryin’. We’ll get yer changed an’ lookin’ pretty for the doctor comin’, okay?’


The old lady’s embarrassment was obvious as she tried to say she was sorry for putting them to so much trouble, but Molly brushed her words aside. ‘What are neighbours for, eh? Yer might ’ave to do the same for me one day.’


There was a sad smile on Molly’s face as she collected clean clothes for Miss Clegg. Everything was exactly where she said it would be. Knickers and stockings neatly folded in one drawer, nightdresses and vests in another.


‘It’s to be hoped she never ’as to do the same for me,’ Molly chuckled to herself. ‘If she saw the state of my drawers she’d ’ave a duck egg.’


‘Shout out if I hurt yer.’ Molly gently removed the garter, stretching it as wide as she could to avoid touching the swelling. Next came the stockings. ‘There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?’ She could see the shame in the faded eyes and had to bite on the inside of her lip to keep the tears at bay. She was such a proud old lady, this loss of dignity must be tearing at her heart. ‘I’ll close my eyes if you close yours,’ Molly said as she reached under the sopping wet dress for the equally wet knickers.


Twenty minutes later Miss Clegg had been washed down and dressed in fresh clothes. And they’d managed to get a thick blanket under her to save her clean nightdress getting wet. She’d had two cups of tea and a slice of bread and butter. Her face was still creased in pain, but she looked a lot better than when they’d first come into the room.


When the doctor came, Molly and Mary retired to the kitchen while he examined the patient, and stayed there until he called them in.


‘I’m going back to the surgery to call for an ambulance. Can someone wait with Miss Clegg until it comes?’ He was a man in his sixties, with thinning white hair, kind eyes and a gentle smile.


‘I’ll wait,’ Molly said, following him to the door. ‘Is it bad, Doctor?’


‘I think she’s broken her ankle, but because of the swelling it’s hard to say for sure. If it wasn’t for her age I’d leave it until tomorrow to see how it goes, but a fall at her age can be very dangerous and I’d rather she was in hospital. A shock like she’s had can bring on a stroke or a heart attack, and the best place for her is hospital.’


Molly slipped home to make sure the dinner was ready to serve up, and after telling Jill briefly what was happening, asked her to make sure her dad’s meal was put on the table for him. Then she went back to sit with Miss Clegg while Mary nipped home to see to her family.


Molly sat at the side of the couch holding the old lady’s hand. ‘Yer know, we’ve been neighbours all these years an’ I don’t even know yer first name.’


‘Victoria.’


‘Ooh, er, aren’t we posh!’ Molly grinned. ‘I’ve never known a Victoria before, only the old Queen.’


‘I was named after her.’ Miss Clegg turned her head on the pillow and smiled. ‘My mother was a school teacher at Saint Clement’s in Toxteth before I was born, and Victoria was on the throne then. I had good parents, Molly, and a very happy childhood.’ The old lady turned her head away, but not before Molly had seen her eyes fill with tears. ‘I never thought I’d come to this.’


‘Now don’t be worryin’ that lovely little head of yours, sunshine, ’cos when yer get to ’ospital they’ll soon ’ave yer up an’ about, you’ll see. Won’t keep yer any longer than they ’ave to. An’ don’t worry about the ’ouse, I’ll take the key and pop in now an’ again to make sure everything’s all right an’ keep it aired, ready for when yer come ’ome.’


‘I’m frightened of hospitals.’ The voice was a whisper. ‘Always have been.’


‘Yer’ll be fine!’ When the knock on the door came, Molly patted the old lady’s hand and kissed her cheek. ‘Mark my words, yer’ll be as right as rain in no time.’


The two ambulance men were pleasant and gentle, but the fear on Miss Clegg’s face pierced Molly’s heart. She tried to keep a smile on her face, but when the ambulance men lifted the stretcher she knew if she let the old lady go in the ambulance on her own she’d never forgive herself. Someone had to show they cared what happened to her.


‘Hang on a minute till I get me coat.’ The family could see to themselves for once, Molly told herself, it wouldn’t hurt them. Patting the old lady’s hand and throwing a smile to the ambulance men, she hurried from the room, calling, ‘I’m comin’ with yer.’




Chapter Two


Jack Bennett folded the Echo and pushed it down the side of the chair when Molly walked through the door. ‘Where the heck ’ave yer been? I’ve been worried sick about yer.’


‘I stayed until Miss Clegg was settled in the ward.’ Molly slipped out of her coat and threw it on the couch. ‘She hasn’t broken her ankle, but they’re worried about her, she’s very poorly.’ Molly banged her clenched fist down on the table. ‘Fine bloody neighbours we are! An old lady’s lyin’ in her house for three days, not able to move, an’ nobody missed her! We deserve to be hung, drawn and ruddy quartered!’


‘What did they ’ave to say at the hospital?’ asked Jack, a worried expression on his face as he leaned forward.


‘Oh, yer know what they’re like, don’t tell yer nothin’. An’ when they do yer can’t understand the words they use. From what I could make out, they’re concerned about any effect the shock of the fall might have, an’ ’er not ’avin’ anythin’ to drink or eat for three days hasn’t helped.’


Molly fell heavily on to the couch and kicked her shoes off. ‘It’s been one hell of a day, I know that much. What with Miss Bond, an’ then Miss Clegg, I’ll be glad when I’m in bed an’ the day’s over.’


‘What did Miss Bond want yer for?’


‘It was about our Jill.’ Molly’s head was splitting and she pressed her fingers to her temple. ‘She said Jill is very clever and she wants her to go to high school.’


Jack was quiet for a while, then he asked, ‘What did you say?’


‘That it was out of the question, that’s what!’ Molly shivered, her teeth clenched. ‘And don’t start, Jack, ’cos I feel bad enough about it as it is. I cried me eyes out all the way ’ome, so don’t go on about it.’


‘It’s a bloody shame, though, isn’t it? The rich get richer an’ the poor get poorer. It’s always been the same. Kids like our Jill don’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell.’ Jack’s face was flushed with anger. ‘If I’d had a better education I’d be earnin’ a decent wage now, instead of the pittance I get each week.’


Molly stood up, a weary droop to her shoulders. ‘I’d better get yer socks darned or yer’ll ’ave none to wear tomorrow.’ She opened the drawer of the sideboard and took out her box of sewing materials. ‘I’ll ’ave a word with our Jill in the mornin’, she’ll understand.’


Jack stretched out his legs and clasped his hands behind his head. He was a fine-looking man, six foot tall with a shock of dark curly hair, deep brown eyes and a set of strong white teeth. ‘I’m not ’alf proud of her, she’s a credit to us.’


Molly licked the end of a piece of wool and narrowed her eyes as she threaded it through the eye of the darning needle. ‘I’d be proud of ’er even if she was as thick as two short planks, ’cos she’s as pretty as a picture and she’s got a lovely nature.’ Her head bent over her darning, she added softly, ‘I’m proud of all my kids.’


Jack had never seen his wife go so long without a smile on her face, so now he tried to coax one. ‘Our Jill gets more like you every day, yer know, love. I can remember when you wore yer blonde hair down to yer waist, just like she does. She’s as slim as you were, got the same bright blue eyes, an’ a smile that would charm the birds off the trees.’


‘I’m glad yer’ve got a good memory, Jack Bennett, ’cos things ’ave changed a bit over the years.’ Molly lifted a lock of fine hair. ‘See all the grey strands? And,’ she patted her tummy, ‘in case yer hadn’t noticed, me eighteen-inch waist disappeared years ago.’


‘You’re still a fine-lookin’ woman, Molly. I wouldn’t swap yer for any of these film stars. Not even Jean Harlow, an’ she’s me favourite.’


‘Don’t be tryin’ to soft soap me, Jack Bennett.’ Molly’s lips curved upwards in the beginning of a smile. ‘Yer like all men, think we women ’ave got nothin’ between our ears. D’yer think we don’t notice every time the young one in number sixteen comes out to clean ’er windows that half the men in the street appear from nowhere to ’old the flamin’ ladder for ’er?’


Keeping his face straight, Jack tapped a finger against his cheek. ‘Number sixteen? Now who the heck lives there?’


Molly threw the finished sock and hit him in the face. ‘Come off it, Jack, yer as bad as the rest. Yer eyes come out on sticks every time yer see ’er.’


Jack threw back his head and let out a hearty chuckle. ‘There’s no law against lookin’, lass! But I wouldn’t swap you for her, she’s too skinny for my liking. I like my woman to ’ave a bit of meat on her, someone soft an’ cuddly. Someone to keep me warm in bed.’


‘Don’t be gettin’ any ideas, sunshine.’ Molly reached for the poker from the brass companion set. She slid it between the bars on the grate and poked at the dying embers, hoping to coax a flame, but the fire was past resurrection. ‘It’s not worth puttin’ more coal on, we’ll be goin’ to bed soon.’ She rubbed the back of her hands across her eyes, tired from the strain of darning black on black by gas light. If it hadn’t been for going to the school, she’d have done her mending in the afternoon while it was still daylight.


Jack reached in his pocket for his tin of tobacco, his face thoughtful as he rolled himself a cigarette. He ran his tongue along the edge of the rice paper before saying, softly, ‘Even if I could get some more overtime in, it still wouldn’t be enough to pay for our Jill, would it?’


Molly clicked her tongue against her teeth. ‘Jack, if yer worked any more hours, yer may as well take yer ruddy bed to work with yer! An’ it’s not just what it would cost to send ’er to high school, it’s what we’d be losin’ with her not bringin’ any money in. I’ve been lookin’ forward to her startin’ work ’cos I’m fed up tryin’ to make ends meet every week. Fed up robbin’ Peter to pay Paul. I feel sad for our Jill, an’ if there was anythin’ I could do I’d move heaven an’ earth to do it. But I can’t, so let’s forget about it, eh? Our Jill’s got to pull ’er weight, just like the others will when they’re fourteen.’


Molly moved to sit on the arm of the couch, her hand ruffling his hair. ‘How long is it since you or me had anythin’ new, Jack? The kids are wearin’ second hand clothes from Paddy’s market, an’ the only pleasure they get is the Saturday matinee with a ha’penny to spend on sweets.’ She gave a deep sigh. ‘Yer’ve no idea how I’ve ’ad to scrimp an’ scrape, Jack, or yer’d understand how I’ve been waitin’ for our Jill to start work so I could buy some of the things we haven’t been able to afford for years.’ Her hand swept around the living room of the small two-up-two-down terraced house.


‘Everythin’ in this room is sixteen years old. The springs ’ave gone on the couch, the lino’s torn, the curtains are practically in shreds an’ I’ve forgotten what the pattern on the wallpaper was, it’s been up that long. An’ it’s the same upstairs, everythin’ wants renewing.’


‘Not much of a husband, am I, Molly? It’s a poor man who can’t support his family.’


‘Don’t talk so daft!’ She was quick to defend him. ‘I wasn’t moanin’, I was just stating facts. I’m lucky compared to some women round ’ere whose husbands are out of work. I don’t know how some of the poor buggers manage. At least you’ve got a job an’ I’m sure of yer wages every week.’


‘But that doesn’t help our Jill, does it? She’s got the brains to make somethin’ of herself an’ I’m holdin’ her back. How d’yer think that makes me feel? About two foot tall, that’s what!’


‘Listen to me for a minute, Jack, an’ see if I can knock some sense into that head of yours. We’ve got four kids, not one. An’ I’ll not make fish of one an’ fowl of the others. Our Doreen leaves school next year, God willing, an’ Tommy eighteen months later. Don’t yer think they’d be jealous if they were goin’ to work and turnin’ their money up, while our Jill was goin’ to a posh school?’


‘That’s different,’ he said. ‘They haven’t got her brains.’


‘Don’t yer ever let me hear yer say that in front of the others.’ Molly jumped up and wagged a finger in his face. ‘’Cos if yer do, I’ll break yer flamin’ neck. There’ll be no favourites in this ’ouse, d’yer hear?’


‘I’m sorry, love. I shouldn’t have said that. You’re right, of course you are.’


Molly was standing in front of him, her hands on her hips and an angry glint in her eyes. ‘So we’ll hear no more about it, eh?’


Jack reached for her hand. ‘Yer haven’t half got a temper, Molly Bennett.’


Molly tried to keep her face straight, but she could never hold out against him for long. ‘Yer’d give anyone a temper you would, with yer pie-in-the-sky ideas. Can’t say no to anyone, that’s your trouble. Honest, if a tramp knocked on the door now, yer’d give ’im the shoes off yer feet, wouldn’t yer?’


Jack looked down at his shoes. ‘Molly, even a tramp would turn his nose up at these.’ He lifted his foot to reveal a hole, an inch round, in the sole of his shoe. ‘It’s only faith, hope and charity holdin’ them together.’


‘Oh, dear God.’ A wave of tenderness swept over Molly. It wasn’t fair that a man who worked as hard as Jack should have to walk around like that. ‘I only owe me club woman a couple of pounds, I’ll ask ’er for a ten bob cheque when she calls next week an’ yer can get yerself a new pair.’


‘Nah, I’m all right for a while. See to yourself and the kids first.’


‘What do I need anythin’ for? I never go anywhere. An’ the kids can hang on for a while. There’s only our Tommy. The arse is nearly out of ’is kecks as usual, but I can patch them up an’ he’ll get a few more weeks out of them.’ Molly folded her arms, grinning. ‘Why the hell do I worry about a big strappin’ feller like you?’


‘’Cos yer love me, that’s why.’


Molly smiled. She couldn’t argue with that. She loved every bone in his body and every hair on his head.


Molly pulled Miss Clegg’s door shut and dropped the key in her apron pocket. The old lady was coming out of hospital tomorrow and Molly had lit the fire to warm the house up.


As she crossed the street, she glanced over to where Ruthie and Bella were tugging at the ends of a piece of clothes line she’d given Ruthie to use as a skipping rope. She heard her daughter shout, ‘Gerroff! It’s my rope, so let go.’


Bella’s lips were clamped together as she glared at Ruthie. ‘I let yer play with me top an’ whip.’ She stamped her foot in temper, her pale face set as she hung on to the rope like grim death. ‘I’m goin’ to tell me mam on yer.’


Molly shook her head and sighed. ‘Less of that, d’yer hear?’ she bawled. ‘Any more of it, an’ I’ll take the rope off yez.’


‘Havin’ trouble, Molly?’


She grinned when she saw Nellie McDonough standing on her step a few doors up. ‘The size of them, an’ at each other’s throats over a flamin’ skippin’ rope! That one of mine ’as a right little temper.’


‘I’ve been killin’ meself laughin’ at the antics of them,’ Nellie laughed. ‘They can’t get the hang of jumpin’ when the rope’s in the air, an’ not on its way down. Just look at your Ruthie now, she’s goin’ to end up arse over elbow if she’s not careful.’


Molly grinned at the expression on her daughter’s face. Ruthie’s forehead was creased in determination, her tongue hanging out of the side of her mouth. But still she couldn’t master it. She was finding skipping and doing crossovers wasn’t as easy as it looked when the big girls were doing it.


‘Roll on next year when she starts school,’ Molly said. ‘It can’t come quick enough for me.’


Nellie walked towards her, a grin creasing her chubby face. She was a big woman, was Nellie, with a mountainous bust and half a dozen chins. But she had a pretty face, nice rosy complexion, clear blue eyes, dimples in her cheeks and a sunny smile. She and her husband George had moved into the street the same week as Molly and Jack, both couples newly weds. Nellie had been the first to start a family, followed a year later by Molly. The same thing had happened the following year, and the year after, causing Molly to joke that Nellie’s disease was contagious. Many’s the laugh they’d had over the day Molly told Nellie that, after a spell of six years, she was expecting again. Nellie had stared hard, shaken her head and said, ‘Not for me this time, kid, I’ll sit this one out if yer don’t mind.’


‘Your Jill leaves school today, doesn’t she?’ When Molly nodded, Nellie went on, ‘By rights, our Lily should be leavin’ today as well, but because she’s five weeks short of fourteen, they say she’s got to stay on till Christmas.’


Nellie’s chins moved in the opposite direction to her shaking head. ‘Fancy, just for five ruddy weeks, some silly sod said she’s got to stay on for another six months! Barmy, that’s what they are.’


‘Our Jill starts at Allerton’s bakery on Monday.’ There was pride in Molly’s voice. ‘She’ll be servin’ behind the counter.’


‘So our Steve told us. Since he started work last year, ’e doesn’t half throw ’is weight about. Bosses the other two around somethin’ shockin’.’


‘He’s a nice lad, is your Steve.’ Molly pushed her hair back out of her eyes. ‘Nellie, I’ll ’ave to get crackin’ on the dinner. I’ll see yer later, ta-ra.’


‘Is that you, Jill?’ Molly was rolling out pastry to make a crust for the meat pie they were having for their tea while Ruthie stood watching, her eyes taking in every move her mother made. ‘I’m in the kitchen.’


‘It’s me, Mam.’ Tommy stood inside the kitchen door. ‘The rag man’s in the street, ’ave yer got anythin’ for him?’


‘The only old clothes I’ve got are the ones I’m standin’ up in.’ When Molly looked up there was a grin on her face. ‘If yer’d like to go to school tomorrow with a bare backside, give ’im yer kecks.’


Tommy grinned back. ‘If I blackleaded me bottom, nobody would be any the wiser.’


‘I could do with blackleadin’ yer face, so no one would know yer belonged to me.’ Molly ran the back of her hand across her forehead, leaving a streak of flour in its wake. ‘Just look at the state of yer. Toes kicked out of yer shoes, socks around yer ankles, a flippin’ big hole in yer jersey an’ knees as black as the hobs of hell. If I didn’t know better, I’d think yer hadn’t seen soap an’ water for months.’ She sprinkled some flour on to the rolling pin. ‘Anyway, it’s the tin bath in front of the fire for you tonight, me lad, so don’t be tellin’ yer mates yer’ll see them after tea.’


‘Ah, ray, Mam! I can wash meself in the kitchen sink!’ Tommy was a big lad for his age, and the spitting image of his dad. ‘I’m too big for that tin bath.’


Molly felt Ruthie pulling on her pinny. ‘What is it, sunshine?’


Ruthie pursed her rosebud mouth. ‘Can I ’ave an ha’penny, Mam?’


Molly looked down into her daughter’s pixie-like face which was framed by straight fair hair cut on a level with her ears, the thick fringe hanging to her eyebrows. ‘I don’t know, yer’ll ’ave me in the workhouse.’


Molly sighed as she reached for the penny she’d put on the shelf, ready in case the gas went when her pie was in the oven. ‘Take ’er to the corner shop, son, an’ get a ha’porth of dolly mixtures. Yer can ’ave the other ha’penny for yerself.’


‘She’s a blinkin’ nuisance.’ Tommy’s face wore a look of disgust. ‘Me mates all call me a cissie ’cos I ’ave to drag her everywhere with me.’


‘That’s just too bad,’ Molly said. ‘Now, scoot, the pair of yez.’


‘Tell our Tommy not to ’it me, Mam.’ Ruthie was glaring at her brother. ‘He’s always pinchin’ and cloutin’ me.’


‘I’ve been generous with me money, an’ I’ll be generous with me ’ands if yez don’t get out of me sight.’ Molly’s tone was enough to send the pair flying, Tommy dragging Ruthie behind him. ‘I’ll be glad when they’re all workin’ an’ off me hands,’ Molly muttered aloud as she carefully picked up the pastry and placed it over the earthen basin. With quick movements she cut around the edge of the dish with a knife, letting the overlapping pastry fall on to the table. She would make a jam tart with it when the pie was in the oven. Her nimble fingers moved around the dish squeezing the pastry between two fingers to make a pattern before cutting some slits in the top and sliding it on to the top shelf in the oven.


‘Where’s our Tommy off to?’ Jill leaned against the door. ‘He was pulling Ruthie along as though the devil was after ’im.’


‘The devil wouldn’t worry our Tommy,’ Molly said dryly. ‘He’s a mate of his.’ She turned the knob on the stove to lower the gas. ‘How did yer last day go, love?’


‘All the girls were crying.’ Jill lowered her head, her long blonde hair swinging to cover her face. ‘Mam, d’yer think I could go to night school? Miss Bond said I could take a course in shorthand an’ typing.’


Molly’s brow furrowed in concentration, then a smile spread across her face. Now why hadn’t she and Jack thought of that? Good old Miss Bond! ‘Of course yer can, sunshine, if that’s what yer want.’


‘Oh, I do, Mam!’ Jill flung her arms around Molly’s neck. Although she hadn’t shown it, she’d been very disappointed when her mother had told her she could have gone to high school if they could have afforded it. She understood how the family were placed, and bore no grudge, but it didn’t stop her crying herself to sleep at nights, thinking about what might have been. ‘Miss Bond said it’s only a couple of bob a term, so I can pay for it meself, out of me pocket money.’


‘Me an’ yer dad will see yer right, don’t worry.’


‘Thanks, Mam! I do love you.’


‘An’ I love you, too.’ Molly sniffed, rubbing the back of her hand across her nose. ‘Now do us a favour, there’s a good girl. Take a jug an’ get half a pint of milk from the dairy. Yer know ’ow yer dad hates conny-onny in his tea.’


The following Monday Molly gave the children their tea early, sent Doreen and Tommy out to play and gave Ruthie a colouring book and some crayons to keep her quiet. Like a cat on hot bricks she kept going to the front door, eager for a sight of Jill to find out how her first day at work had gone. And when she saw her daughter turn into the street, she rushed through to the kitchen where Jill’s dinner was being kept warm on top of a pan of boiling water.


‘Well, how did it go, love?’ Molly sat facing her daughter across the table. ‘I’ve been that nervous, worryin’ how yer were doin’, I’ve been to the lavvy so many times I’ve worn a groove in the yard.’


‘Great, Mam, honest! The girls told me the names of the different loaves an’ cakes, an’ they showed me how to put the cakes in a box and tie it up.’ Her mouth full, Jill began to giggle. ‘I ’ad a job with the string at first, breaking off too much or too little, but they said I’ll soon get the hang of it.’ She swallowed hard before reaching down for her old school satchel which she’d taken to work with her carry-out in. ‘I’ve got a pressie for yer, Mam. The boss’s son, Mr John, gave us all a few cakes that were too squashed to sell.’


Jill took a paper bag from the satchel and with a look of pride and pleasure, passed it to Molly. ‘There’s six cakes in there, one each.’


‘Well, I never!’ Molly tore at the bag then sat back gazing at the assortment of cakes. The chocolate eclair was squashed, with the cream oozing out of the sides, but it was enough to make Molly’s mouth water. ‘It’s bloody years since I ’ad a chocolate eclair. An’ look at that cream slice, it’s as good as new.’


Jill roared with laughter. ‘It is new, Mam! It was only baked this morning! You wouldn’t ’ave got it if a loaf hadn’t fallen on it.’


‘Well, God bless the loaf,’ Molly said. ‘Let’s hope another one falls tomorrow.’


‘You have the eclair, Mam, before the others come in. Yer know what a seven bellies our Tommy is.’


‘I was goin’ to say I wouldn’t be selfish,’ Molly laughed, ‘but I think I’ll eat the cake first, then say I was selfish.’


‘What about me?’ Ruthie was eyeing the cakes, then having decided, pointed to the iced bun. ‘Can I ’ave that one?’


‘’Course yer can, sunshine.’ Molly handed the bun over before biting into the eclair. ‘Mmmm!’ Her tongue darted out to lick the cream from her lips. ‘Bloody lovely!’ In seconds the cake had disappeared and Molly sucked on her fingers, her eyes wide with the pleasure of such a luxury. She gave a deep sigh of satisfaction. ‘I’m beginning to like your Mr John. He sounds like a man after me own heart.’


‘I don’t have to take carry-out, either! Mr John gives all the staff a hot meat pie at dinner time.’


‘Now I know I’m goin’ to like ’im.’ Molly put the cream slice and jam doughnut on a plate and carried it through to the kitchen. ‘I’ll hide these before Big Chief Sittin’ Bull an’ Maid Marion come in. You an’ yer dad can ’ave them for yer supper.’


With a feeling that all was well with her world, Molly grinned. ‘With a bit of luck, half a dozen loaves will fall tomorrow.’ Her eyes rolled to the ceiling. ‘I was only kiddin’, God, so don’t hold that against me. Mr John seems a nice bloke, an’ I don’t wish ’im no harm.’


‘Mam,’ Jill called through to the kitchen, ‘they take evening classes in that school in Rice Lane. I’ll go along on Wednesday, me half day, and make some enquiries.’


‘Okay, love.’ As Molly walked through to the living room there was the loud crash of glass breaking. ‘Oh, dear God, that’s someone’s window gone for a burton. Please don’t let it be our Tommy.’


Molly dashed into the street to find Tommy standing in front of the Clarkes’ house next door, while legging it up the street hell for leather was his mate Ginger Moran, with a ball tucked under his arm.


‘I didn’t do it, Mam!’ Tommy’s eyes were wide with fright as he surveyed the broken window. ‘It was Ginger!’


‘You little flamer! How many times ’ave I got . . .’


Molly’s words petered out as her neighbours’ door opened and Nobby Clarke came out, roaring like a bull. Pushing Molly aside, he grabbed Tommy by the neck of his shirt. ‘Yer little bleeder! I’ll break yer bloody neck for yer!’ He shook the terrified boy like a rag doll, until Molly moved into action.


‘Ay, yer can cut that out, Nobby Clarke, it wasn’t our Tommy.’ She put her hand on the arm of the angry man. ‘An’ if there’s any tellin’ off to do, I’ll do it.’


But Nobby wouldn’t release his grip. ‘Tell ’im off! It’s a bloody good hidin’ he wants, an’ I’ll give it to ’im.’


Jill entered the fray. ‘Take your hands off my brother, he hasn’t done anything.’


‘You stay out of it,’ Nobby growled, ‘unless yer fancy a go along.’


Tommy was howling in fear. ‘I didn’t do it, honest I didn’t.’


Molly, fearful for her son, beat Nobby about the arms and shoulders. ‘Let go of ’im.’


But Nobby wasn’t in the mood to listen. He’d been in a bad temper since the horse he’d put his last shilling on, which was supposed to be a dead cert, had trailed in last, and now he had no money to do his nightly round of the pubs that stood on the corner of every street crossing Walton Road. And Tommy was the perfect outlet for his temper.


Molly was worried, wishing Jack wasn’t working overtime. She was well able to stick up for herself, but was no match for Nobby Clarke when he was in this violent mood. She whispered to Jill, ‘Go an’ get Nellie.’


But Nellie was already on the scene, together with several other neighbours. ‘That’s enough, Nobby, leave the lad alone.’


‘You keep yer nose out of it an’ get back where yer belong.’ As he spoke, he was tightening his grip on the neck of Tommy’s shirt and the boy’s face was turning blue. ‘He wants teachin’ a lesson.’


‘Yer big bully!’ Mary Watson shouted from the step of the house opposite. ‘Pick on someone yer own size.’


Nellie whispered a few hurried words in Molly’s ear, then, when her friend was standing behind Nobby, mouthed, ‘Ready?’


Molly nodded, then put her arm around Nobby’s neck, across his Adam’s apple, and pressed as hard as she could.


At the same time Nellie flexed her arms before bringing them up, full force, under the arms holding Tommy prisoner. The sudden two-pronged attack took Nobby by surprise, and when his grip relaxed Tommy took advantage and fled, rubbing his neck as tears streamed down his face. Molly released her hold and stepped back. She watched without sympathy as Nobby staggered a few steps before falling to the ground. Then she stood over him.


‘I’ll see Ginger’s mam an’ make sure yer window’s fixed tomorrow. An’ if it makes yer feel any better, I’ll make sure our Tommy gets a clip round the ear off ’is dad. But they’re only kids after all, an’ they didn’t do it on purpose.’


She shook her head as she looked down on him with disgust. ‘You’re pathetic, Nobby Clarke, d’yer know that? Yer want to take a good look at yerself sometime. It’s a nightmare livin’ next to you, havin’ to listen to yer constant bawlin’ and shoutin’, an’ yer filthy language. Sometimes we can’t hear ourselves think because of the racket yer make when yer come ’ome from the pub with yer belly full of ale.’


Nobby scrambled to his feet, conscious of the growing number of neighbours brought out of their houses by the commotion. Blustering, he said, ‘Yer better ’ad get the window fixed, or there’ll be trouble. An’ what goes on in my ’ouse is none of your business.’


‘It is when it interrupts the peace of my ’ouse,’ said Molly. ‘Next time yer take off, I’ll have the law around.’ She started to walk away, then turned back. ‘It’s a poor excuse for a man yer are, Nobby Clarke. An’ I’ll tell yer this – if yer ever lay a finger on any of my kids again, it’s Jack yer’ll ’ave to answer to. Bear that in mind.’




Chapter Three


‘For two pins I’d ’ave it out with him, yer know,’ Jack said when Molly came downstairs after putting Ruthie to bed. ‘I’m not havin’ him pushing my wife around, or nearly stranglin’ one of me kids. Who the hell does he think he is?’


‘Leave well alone, Jack, it’s no use causin’ more trouble. He came off worse in the end . . . sprawled on the ground with all the neighbours lookin’ on. That put a dent in ’is pride, I can tell yer.’ Molly sighed as she leaned on the sideboard. ‘I was feelin’ on top of the world when our Jill came ’ome from work, made up ’cos she likes her job. Then the queer feller ’ad to go an’ spoil it, the bad-tempered bugger!’


‘Don’t let him get yer down, love,’ Jack said, ‘he’s not worth it.’


‘Yer right, he’s not worth wasting me breath over.’ Molly straightened up. ‘I think I’ll walk round to me ma’s for a bit of fresh air. Yer’ll see to the kids for me, won’t yer?’ She was already on her way to the hall for her coat. ‘Give them a shout when it’s time for bed, an’ don’t stand any messing from them either.’ She slipped her arms into her coat. ‘Make sure they get a wash before they go to bed. This mornin’ our Tommy had a tide mark round ’is neck bigger than any I’ve seen on the shore at New Brighton. He was goin’ out the door like that, too, until I collared ’im. God knows what sort of a house ’is teacher thinks he comes from.’


Jack lifted his cigarette and sent a smoke ring floating up to the ceiling. There was a grin on his face as he watched it disappear. ‘If yer keep talkin’ much longer, love, it’ll be time to come back before yer get there.’


‘I’m goin’, I’m goin’!’ Molly dropped the front door key into her pocket and tutted when it fell right through. ‘One of these fine days I’ll sew this pocket up.’


‘If yer’ve got tuppence to spare, will yer get me five Woodies from the corner shop on yer way past?’ Jack asked. ‘Or if yer haven’t got tuppence, a penny for two loosies?’


‘Oh dear, oh dear.’ Molly clicked her tongue. ‘What an extravagant ’usband I’ve got. Yer’ll ’ave me in the workhouse with yer gamblin’, drinkin’ and smokin’.’


She was halfway down the hall when she heard, ‘Yer forgot to mention me womanising.’


‘I’m the only woman you’re likely to get, Jack Bennett! I’ll put up with yer gamblin’ and drinkin’, but other women . . . never!’


Jack heard the front door open and shouted, ‘Get me the Woodies an’ when we go to bed I’ll prove that I’m more than satisfied with the woman I’ve got.’


‘Sod off, Jack Bennett! Yer get more like a dirty old man every day.’


With that parting shot, she banged the door behind her, her body shaking with laughter. And the smile stayed on her face as she walked the three streets to the little terraced house where her parents lived.


‘Hello, lass.’ Bob Jackson opened the door. ‘We were hoping yer’d come round to let us know how Jill got on.’


Molly could hear the music before she even stepped into the hall. ‘John McCormick, is it, Da?’


Bob nodded. ‘There’s not much on the wireless so we got some of the old records out.’


Molly, light on her feet, waltzed into the centre of the living room and struck up a pose. Both hands on her chest, her head thrown back, she sang at the top of her voice. ‘The Rose of Tral . . . ee . . . ee.’


‘Oh, it’s yourself, is it?’ Bridie Jackson had lived in Liverpool for forty years, but she’d never lost that lovely lilting Irish accent. She’d been sixteen years of age when, in 1895, she’d set sail from her home and family in County Wicklow to seek work in Liverpool. ‘Will yer not sit yourself down and let the best singer in the world finish his song?’


‘Now, sure, that’s what I’ll be doin’.’ Molly had the accent off to perfection. Hadn’t she been hearing it all her life? While Bridie sat with her eyes closed, lost in the richness of John McCormick’s voice, Molly gazed at the face that had never lost its beauty. It might have dimmed a little since the young Bridie Malone had set foot on English soil, but it had never disappeared. At fifty-six, Bridie was still a fine-looking woman, and Molly loved the bones of her.


She turned her eyes to her father, and smiled to see that he too was watching his wife’s face. He was a good man, her da, the best father a girl could have. He was sixty now, and still working as hard as he ever had. Never had a day off sick in his life.


The record screeched to an end. It had been played so many times over the years, the hole in the middle had grown too big for a perfect sound. But to Bridie it was a reminder of the home she’d left those many years ago. She’d always promised herself to go back and see her family, but there was never enough money for the fare. Now her parents were dead and a sister was the only living relative left.


‘D’yer want the other side on, Ma?’ Molly asked. ‘It’s yer favourite, “I’ll Take You Home Again Kathleen”, isn’t it?’


‘Sure, now, I’d like that fine, as long as yourself doesn’t mind?’


Bob had already turned the record and was busy winding the handle on the gramophone. ‘It only takes five minutes, lass, then I’ll put the kettle on for a cuppa an’ yer can tell us about Jill’s big day.’


Molly didn’t listen to the words of the song, they always made her feel so sad. Instead her thoughts dwelt on her ma and da. When she was little she’d never asked to be told a fairy story, because the story of her mother’s life was better than any fairy tale.


If I was clever enough to write a book, she thought now, I’d write one about me ma and da. What a lovely romantic story it would make! Her mother had arrived in Liverpool tired, hungry and frightened after being tossed and turned as the boat ploughed its way across the rough Irish Sea, the passengers herded together like animals. Bridie had felt so alone in Liverpool, a strange, noisy city, so different from the tiny village she’d come from. All her worldly possessions were packed into the cardboard box she carried by its string. Clutched in her hand was a piece of paper with the name and address of an Irish family she was to stay with until she found work.


Four weeks later she got herself a job in service with a family in Princes Avenue, down Toxteth way. The family were very rich, the husband something big in shipping. Bridie found herself a maid of all work, rising to start at six in the mornings, and fetching and carrying until ten at night. Her only time off was one evening a week, and a full day off once a month. For that she was paid the princely sum of four shillings a month and her keep. It was on one of her days off that she met the man who was to become her husband. It was a Sunday, and she had walked down to the Pier Head with a bag of stale bread the cook had given her to feed to the birds. She always did this on her day off because she had no family or friends in Liverpool and had nowhere else to go. And looking across the Irish Sea made her feel nearer her homeland.


Fate had taken a hand that Sunday in the shape of a gust of wind that blew Bridie’s hat off and sent it flying through the air to land at Bob’s feet. He had picked up the hat, seen Bridie and walked towards her. It had been love at first sight. They married six months later and were as much in love now as they were that day.


Feeling emotional, Molly gulped to try and clear the lump in her throat. She glanced across at her da, and when she saw him reach for his snuff box, was transported back in time. In her mind’s eye, she could see her mother, plain as anything, handing her a halfpenny and saying, ‘Remember, now, me darlin’, it’s a ha’porth of S.P. Golden Virginia snuff . . . it’s the only kind your father likes.’ And he used the same brand to this day.


Molly rested her head on the chair as her mind went back even further in time, to when she was very young. Every night when her ma tucked her up in bed, Molly would beg to be told a story before she went to sleep. ‘Tell me about the big house, Ma,’ she would say, then listen wide-eyed as Bridie told her of the years she’d spent as maid of all work in the home of the rich family.


Life was hard for those who worked downstairs in that big house. On the go all the time, never a moment to themselves. Bridie, the lowest in rank, was assigned all the rough work. She was up on the stroke of six every morning, an hour before Rose, the parlour maid, and Mrs Beecham, the cook, put in an appearance. With a large wrap-around apron covering her long black dress, and a mob-cap on her head, her first task was to rake out the grates in the drawing room and dining room, then relight the fires so the rooms would be warm when the family came down to breakfast. Then the rooms, hallways and stairs had to be dusted, and heaven help her if the mistress’s eagle eye spotted a speck of dust anywhere.


When she was finished, it was down to the kitchen to prepare breakfast for Mrs Beecham and Rose. If the cook was in a good mood, Bridie would be invited to sit at the large wooden table and have a drink of tea and a slice of toast. But if the heavily built woman hadn’t slept well, then Bridie would be told to start preparing the potatoes and vegetables, and it would be ten o’clock before a drink or bite of food passed her lips.


It wasn’t that Mrs Beecham was an unkind woman, Bridie told Molly, but she was a hard task master and never let anyone forget their place. At eight o’clock the kitchen would become a hive of activity as the bells on the wall started to ring. Mrs Beecham would glance at the line of bells, then hand a tray to the waiting Rose. ‘That’s the master bedroom, take this up quickly.’


A man was also employed by the family, but he didn’t sleep in. His name was Mr Edmonds and he helped around the house when he wasn’t driving the master to work in his horse drawn carriage. He was a real snob was Mr Edmonds, thought himself a cut above everybody else. Bridie was glad she didn’t have much to do with him and kept out of his way as much as possible.


Although the hours she worked were long and the work hard, Bridie wasn’t unhappy. She loved polishing the beautiful furniture, the likes of which she’d never seen before. The feel of the shining mahogany beneath her fingers was a pure delight, as were the rich drapes hanging at the windows. She didn’t envy the family their rich life-style, but she appreciated the beauty of their possessions.


The master was a kindly man, more friendly and approachable than his wife, who was inclined to look down her nose at those she considered beneath her. But because she spent most of her time downstairs, Bridie wasn’t often at the wrong end of the mistress’s sharp tongue. And she loved the two children, Nigel who was ten, and Sophie, a happy eight year old.


The best times for Bridie were when the mistress was entertaining. She would stand on a stool at the basement window and wait for the guests to arrive. She couldn’t see the road, but she could hear the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves as they pulled carriages along Princes Avenue and her heart would be pumping as the vehicles drew up outside the house. She only had seconds to take in the finery of the women with their fancy hair styles, the velvet bands around their foreheads, the furs and the feathers. These were the times she envied Rose her status as first parlour maid. Dressed in a long black dress, with a starched white frilly apron and lace headdress, Rose would open the door to the guests and relieve them of their coats. Then when she had a minute to spare, she would rush downstairs to babble excitedly about the beautiful clothes the women were wearing.


But hearing about it second hand wasn’t good enough for Bridie. She wanted to see the fashions, the lovely colours and the jewellery for herself. So one night when the family were having a dinner party, she told Mrs Beecham she’d left a duster in the hall and asked if she could go and get it while the guests were in the dining room.


‘It wasn’t a lie,’ Bridie hastened to tell the enthralled Molly. ‘I had left a duster, but sure, hadn’t I done it deliberately?’


Anyway, she had crept up the basement stairs and hidden behind the door at the top. It had been an uncomfortable, worrying fifteen minutes. Any second Bridie was expecting Mrs Beecham to come looking for her. But when the guests, all laughing and chattering, came out of the dining room and crossed the hall to the drawing room, the sights she saw were well worth being dragged downstairs by the ears for. Such finery she could never have imagined in her wildest dreams. The rich satins and silks in every colour of the rainbow, the feather boas, the perfumes, the long cigarette holders between the slim fingers of the elegant women . . . Bridie had never seen anything like it in her life and probably never would again.


But as she’d crept down the stairs, back to the basement where she belonged, she told herself she’d not change places with any of them. ‘Sure, who’d want to wear a dress that had no top to it, was cut so low you could see the woman’s breasts? It wasn’t decent, so it wasn’t. And to see a woman smoking, sure what’s the world coming to?’


The record finished but Bridie still sat with her eyes closed, and Molly knew her mother’s mind was back in the lush, green fields of her homeland. Impulsively, she got up and crossed to kiss Bridie’s cheek. ‘Tell yer what, Ma. When Doreen an’ Tommy start work, an’ we’ve got a few bob comin’ in, we’ll all go to Ireland for a holiday. What d’yer say to that, eh?’


‘Sure now, wouldn’t chance be a fine thing?’ A wistful smile crossed Bridie’s finely chiselled face. The one regret she had in life was that she only had the one child. She had given birth to two children after Molly, but both had been stillborn. And the doctor told her she would never have another. It had been a bitter blow to her and Bob, but as she said, it was God’s will, and He knew best.


‘I mean it!’ Molly said. ‘As soon as we’ve got enough money we’ll be on that flippin’ boat to Dublin, an’ yer can show us this beautiful place yer always talkin’ about.’


‘We’ll see, lass, we’ll see. If God wants me to go back, then go back we will.’ Bridie shook her head to rid herself of the memories. ‘Now, will yer not be telling us how me first grandchild got on today?’


There wasn’t much to tell because Jill hadn’t had time to go into details, but Molly made the most of what she knew. After all, didn’t her parents’ life revolve around her and her family? ‘She’s goin’ to see about night classes on Wednesday, so I’ll let yez know how she gets on.’
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