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Joan Jonker was born and bred in Liverpool. Her childhood was a time of love and laughter with her two sisters, a brother, a caring but gambling father and an indomitable mother who was always getting them out of scrapes. Then came the Second World War – a period that Joan remembers so well – when she met and fell in love with her late husband, Tony, while out with friends at Liverpool’s St George’s Hotel in Lime Street.


For twenty-three years, Joan campaigned tirelessly on behalf of victims of violence, but she has recently retired from charity work in order to concentrate on her writing. Joan has two sons and two grandsons and she lives in Southport, where she is busy working on her next bestselling saga. Her previous novels of life in Liverpool’s backstreets have won her legions of fans throughout the world:


‘You’ve done it again! Molly and Nellie are so funny, I love the bones of them. More please’ Jean Breward, Norfolk


‘I wish you could write a book every month. Your books are wonderful’ Ann Hardie, Stockton


‘Joan, the trouble with your books is that once I start I can’t put them down’ Paula Berridge, Leics


‘All of your books have the power to make me laugh no matter how I feel. Looking forward to the next one’ Emily Baker, Bucks


‘Your sense of humour and knowledge of the old Liverpool is unsurpassed by any other writer’ Judy Down, New Zealand


‘Being an ex-Scouser, I find your books thoroughly enjoyable’ Norma Holborow, Western Australia


‘Absolutely wonderful’ Jean Bowers, Canada
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To old friends from my teenager years. I knew them then as
Tommy Seymour, Nita Williams, Doreen Halliday,
Letty Kennedy and Wendy Teague.


True friendship lasts for ever.




Dear Readers


This book is written with you in mind. From your letters, I have come to know what you enjoy and what makes you laugh and cry, and in this book, I have tried to give you these in equal measure. I think I have succeeded.


Happy reading.


You take care now.


Love Joan




Chapter One


‘Mam, can I go out for a bit, to see Joan? Just for a quarter of an hour before me dad comes in?’


‘Mrs Flynn won’t want yer being in the way while she’s seeing to the dinner, sunshine.’ Elizabeth Porter shook the white tablecloth she was holding before laying it over the table and running a hand over it to smooth out the creases. ‘Whatever it is yer want to talk about, it can’t be that important it won’t wait until we’ve all had our dinners.’


‘I won’t be in Mrs Flynn’s way, Mam, ’cos I won’t go in.’ Ginny Porter was fourteen years of age and the spitting image of her attractive mother: fair hair, blue eyes, a set of white, even teeth and a slim figure. ‘Me and Joan can talk outside.’


‘It’s freezing out there, yer’d be turned to blocks of ice in five minutes.’


‘Ah, go on, Mam, yer didn’t stop our Joey from going out.’ Ginny knew her mother would see how unfair it was to treat her differently from her brother. After all, she was thirteen months older and leaving school in two weeks. ‘As soon as I see me dad walking up the street I’ll come in.’


Elizabeth, or Beth to her friends and neighbours, tutted. ‘Oh, all right, but get the knives and forks out of the drawer for me first. And when yer see yer dad, give our Joey a shout and tell him to come in pronto.’


A few minutes later, Ginny was sounding the knocker on the house next door. She was hoping to see Joan’s face, but it was Mrs Flynn who opened the door. ‘Can Joan come out for a few minutes, Mrs Flynn, just until the dinner’s ready?’ Ginny asked.


‘It’s bleedin’ freezing out there, girl, come on in.’ Dot Flynn held the door wide. ‘Hurry up, I’m letting a draught in.’


Ginny shook her head. ‘Me mam said I hadn’t got to get under yer feet, so could Joan come out, just for ten minutes?’


‘Oh, suit yerself, girl, it’s too bleedin’ cold to stand here arguing the fat. I’ll send our Joan out to yer.’ Dot was grinning as she shook her head. ‘The sooner you two leave school and get yerselves a job, the better.’


Ginny chuckled. ‘We’ve already spent our first two weeks wages, Mrs Flynn. High heels and proper stockings, those are our first priority.’


‘I would have thought yer first priority would be getting yerselves a ruddy job! Yer have to work for money, yer know, girl, it doesn’t grow on trees, worse luck.’ Mrs Flynn turned her head and shouted in a voice loud enough to wake the dead, ‘Joan, yer mate’s here! Get yerself well wrapped up ’cos it’s bitter outside.’


‘Why didn’t yer come in?’ Joan asked when she appeared, struggling into her coat. ‘Me mam doesn’t mind, yer know that.’


‘I know she doesn’t, but it’s not fair to have me hanging around when she’s busy. Anyway, it’s only for ten minutes, until me dad gets home from work.’


The two girls leaned back against the wall of the two-up-two-down terraced house, their arms crossed over their chests and their hands tucked into their armpits for warmth. ‘Have yer thought any more about what Miss Jackson said today?’ Ginny asked. ‘You know, about what sort of work we’d like to do?’


‘I mentioned it to me mam, and she said Vernon’s is a good place to work. The only trouble is, yer have to work every Saturday night and I don’t know whether I fancy that or not.’


‘Yeah, I’d thought of that,’ Ginny said, bringing out a hand to rub her nose which was beginning to feel like a piece of ice. ‘The thing is, Joan, we won’t be able to pick and choose, we might have to take what comes along. A case of like it or lump it.’


Joan had a high-pitched giggle, and it could be heard now in the silent street. ‘This is what me mam said.’ To do herself justice and really get into the part, the girl folded her arms and hitched up an imaginary bosom. ‘ “Just listen to me, my girl, and get it into that thick head of yours that not many people like their jobs, but they have to work to live. No one can live on bleedin’ fresh air and water, unless they’re a ruddy fish. Mind you, sometimes when ye’re sitting with yer mouth open, yer remind me of a fish.” ’ The impersonation was so good, Ginny was doubled up and her laughter encouraged Joan to carry on. ‘ “One of them fish what sit in the window of Harry Barlow’s fish shop. Flat out on a cold slab with its eyes and mouth wide open. Not a friend in the world and nothing to cover its modesty, poor bugger.” ’


‘She’s a scream is your mam,’ Ginny said. ‘I’m sure if we took her with us when we go for an interview she’d talk us into a job.’


‘Yeah, I can see how funny she is now. But I couldn’t when I was younger and getting a clip around the ear for giving her cheek. Ye’re dead right about her coming to the interview with us, though. They’d give us a job just to shut her up.’


Ginny saw her dad passing the gas lamp at the corner of the street and moved away from the wall. ‘I’d better get in, me dad’s on his way. And we haven’t really got any further, have we? D’yer want to come to ours tonight and we can have a good natter?’


Joan’s mind went to the fire that was roaring up their chimney, and the thought of leaving that to come out into the cold didn’t appeal, even though it was only next door. ‘No, you come to ours and I’ll show yer the scarf I’m knitting.’


Ginny had already taken to her heels and shouted back, ‘Okay, see yer later.’ She carried on running past her own front door towards the father she idolised. Clinging to his arm, she smiled up at him. ‘Hi-ya, Dad.’


‘Hello, pet!’ Andy Porter was a really handsome man. Tall and well-built, he had raven black hair, deep brown eyes, strong white teeth and a marked cleft in his chin. ‘You should be at home in front of the fire in this weather.’


‘I know! I’ve only been out five minutes and me feet are like blocks of ice.’


Andy turned his head when he heard running footsteps behind them. It was Joey, his thirteen-year-old son, and he was moving at such speed his father had no trouble guessing he was going to take a flying leap on to his back. ‘Move away, Ginny, before yer brother sends yer flying.’


Joey paced himself perfectly. He took a running jump, wrapped his arms around his dad’s neck and hung on like grim death until he felt his legs being supported from behind. ‘Hi-ya, Dad, how was work?’


‘I can’t tell yer right now, son, ’cos I’m being strangled.’


‘Get down, yer big soft ha’porth,’ Ginny said. ‘Ye’re too big now to be wanting a piggy-back. Besides which, me dad’s been working all day, he’s probably tired.’


‘I’m only thirty-seven, pet, not an old man yet.’ His white teeth flashing, Andy turned his head to say to the grinning boy, ‘I just hope yer grow out of it by the time ye’re twenty-one.’


‘I’ll be as big as you then, Dad, so I can give you a piggyback.’


As they reached their house, the front door was opened and light streamed into the dark street. ‘Come on, hurry up.’ Beth shivered with the cold they brought in with them. ‘Take yer coats off and warm yerselves by the fire while I put the dinners out.’


The children elbowed each other out of the way to be first to hang up their coat, thus allowing them to nab the best speck by the hearth. But after hanging his own coat up, Andy walked through to the kitchen. His wife was spooning mashed potato on to the four plates set out on the draining board. She smiled when he slipped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. ‘I’d rather warm meself on you than the fire,’ he said. ‘Yer give out more heat and send a warm glow right down me whole body.’


‘Go on, yer daft nit, the dinner will be stiff if I leave it out here much longer.’ But Beth’s heartbeat raced as it always did when the man she adored touched her. She’d fallen in love with him when she was sixteen and her feelings had grown deeper with each passing year. ‘Go and have a warm while I carry these plates through.’


‘What are we having to eat, Mam? I’m starving.’ Joey sniffed up and then grinned. ‘It’s me favourite – sausage and mash. Yummy, yummy, watch out tummy.’


Beth, carrying two plates in each hand, put one down in front of each chair. ‘Anyone listening to you would think yer never got a decent meal. We might not get many luxuries but at least we’ve never gone hungry, which is more than a lot of people can say.’


Andy picked up his knife and fork and cut into one of his two sausages before glancing down the table at his wife. ‘If it ever came to the push, where we had to live on dripping sandwiches, we’d still be lucky ’cos we can feast our eyes on the prettiest mother in the whole neighbourhood.’


Ginny stopped chewing. ‘Ah, that was a lovely thing to say, Dad, it sounded dead romantic.’


Joey pulled a face. ‘Yer mean it sounded dead soppy.’


‘Wait until yer get yerself a girlfriend, son,’ Andy said, ‘then yer won’t think it’s dead soppy to say nice things to her.’


The boy spluttered. ‘Me! Get a girlfriend! I’m not ever going to have no girlfriend ’cos they never stop talking and they’re dead bossy.’


‘Thanks very much, son,’ Beth said, hiding a smile. ‘I didn’t realise I talked non-stop and was dead bossy.’


‘Oh, I didn’t mean you, Mam! I’d have you for me girlfriend, any day. Only me dad got there before me.’


Andy chuckled. ‘If I hadn’t, son, you wouldn’t be sitting here now eating yer favourite meal of sausage and mash. Yer could have ended up with a bad-tempered mother who looked like a witch, with a long hooked nose, hairs growing out of her chin and a broomstick standing under the stairs which she used to fly on every night when she went to meet other witches. She’d lock yer in yer bedroom when yer gave cheek and, on top of all that, she couldn’t cook for love nor money.’


‘Huh! I wouldn’t stay if I had a mam like that, I’d run away from home.’ Then Joey’s brow furrowed as he tried to figure out how he came to have such a lovely mother instead of a witch on a broomstick. ‘How could I have . . .’


Beth could see the possibility of her son asking some awkward questions and she cut him short. ‘Can we have less talking, please, and get on with our dinner?’


‘I’m not talking, Mam, and I’ve nearly finished mine,’ Ginny said. ‘Will it be all right if I go to Joan’s after? Miss Jackson asked us today what sort of work we’d like to do when we leave, and we want to be able to tell her tomorrow instead of standing there looking stupid. That’s if we can make up our minds, like, ’cos although we’d like to work together, we might have different ideas.’


‘Yer might have to take what’s on offer, pet,’ Andy said. ‘But if yer did have a choice, what would yer like to do?’


‘I keep changing me mind, Dad! But I think I’d rather work in a shop than a factory. Still, like yer said, we might have to take whatever’s going.’


‘It would be nice if you and Joan did get taken on at the same place, love,’ Beth said, ‘’cos yer’ve been mates all yer lives. But I don’t think it’s a good enough reason for taking on a job yer don’t really fancy. After all, living next door, yer’d be seeing Joan every night, so it’s not as though it would affect yer friendship.’


‘Yer mam’s right, pet, you go for whatever yer think is best for you, and Joan can do the same. And I think it might be best, anyway, not to be in each other’s pockets all the time. At least yer’d have plenty to talk about when yer did get together.’


‘Yeah, there is that to it.’ Ginny placed her knife and fork neatly in the centre of the empty plate. ‘I’ll take this out, Mam, and put the kettle on to wash the dishes. Or would yer rather I made a pot of tea, first?’


Andy gave a quick reply. ‘Oh, tea first, pet, if yer don’t mind. I haven’t had a decent cuppa all day. I don’t know what they put in the pot at work, but it certainly doesn’t taste like tea.’


‘Tea it is, then.’ Ginny stood up and smiled at her mother. ‘You stay where yer are, Mam, I’ll see to it.’


Joey, who favoured his father in looks, gave a broad wink. ‘I bet she won’t be saying that when she starts work. She’ll expect to be waited on hand and foot.’


‘Hey, watch it, you,’ Ginny said from the kitchen door. ‘Any cheek out of you and yer can forget about the comic I promised to buy yer every week.’


But Joey knew his sister wouldn’t let him down, so he winked again. ‘See what I mean? She’s throwing her weight around already!’


Ginny filled the kettle and put it on the stove before returning to the living room. ‘I won’t be throwing me weight around, brother dear, but the comic does come with certain strings attached.’


Her brother’s eyes narrowed. ‘Oh, aye? I knew there’d be a catch in it, that it was too good to be true. What’s the strings ye’re talking about?’


‘Well, I used to run to the corner shop for our mam when she ran out of anything, so you’ll be able to do that for her. And ye’re big and ugly enough to fill the coal scuttle before yer go to school in the mornings as well.’


‘Blimey! All that for a penny comic? Oh, I’ll have to give it some careful consideration before I agree to those terms.’


‘If I were in your shoes, I wouldn’t spend too much time in considering, son,’ Beth said, her face serious as though the subject was one of importance. ‘With the penny pocket-money I give yer, that means yer’d have tuppence in yer pocket every Saturday. Enough to go to a matinee at the pictures, or even buy two comics.’


Joey didn’t intend to spend too much time in consideration, but it wouldn’t do to give in too easily or his sister would be adding more chores for him to do. After all, as he’d said, girls were bossy beggars. Mind you, he didn’t need the enticement of a penny to do jobs for his mam, he’d do them anyway ’cos he loved her. Still, as he’d heard his grandma saying, ‘If yer look after the pennies, the pounds will look after themselves.’ So if there was a penny going spare, he may as well be the one to look after it. ‘Okay, Ginny, ye’re on.’


Her face deadpan, Ginny said, ‘Oh, I almost forgot. I’d like yer to clean me shoes every night for me, too.’


His eyes bulged, his jaw dropped, and the look of utter horror on the boy’s face was enough to send his parents and sister into fits of laughter. When he’d recovered enough to speak, he said through gritted teeth, ‘Yer know what you can do, don’t yer? Yer can go and take a running jump.’


‘Oh, son, if only yer could have seen yer face.’ Beth wiped away a tear of laughter. ‘It was a picture no artist could paint.’


‘We’re going to have trouble with her,’ Joey grunted, jerking his head towards his sister. ‘If she thinks I’m going to be her slave for a penny, she’s got another think coming. If she wants a slave, she should look in a second-hand shop for an old lamp, like what Aladdin had. If she gave it a good rub a genie would appear and he’d be her slave and give her three wishes.’


Ginny was shaking with laughter. ‘I don’t want yer to be me slave, Joey! I’m not that big-headed. I’ll be quite happy for yer to be me dogsbody.’


The boy’s brown eyes were twinkling with mischief and he was having a struggle to keep his face straight. ‘Mam, d’yer know what Mrs Flynn next door shouts when she’s chasing the kids away from her front door? I know I’ll get a smack if I say it, so would you do it for me? Just pretend ye’re Mrs Flynn and tell our Ginny what to do.’


‘I will not! I know I’ve told you to sod off when yer’ve been getting under me feet and I’ve been in a bit of a paddy, but it’s not ladylike and I don’t think I should be saying it to Ginny on behalf of a thirteen-year-old boy. So no, I will not tell yer sister to sod off.’


Joey gave a cheeky grin. ‘Thanks, Mam, that should do it.’


The two children were very close, and would stick together through thick and thin. All the kids in the street knew that if they picked on one of the Porter kids, they’d have the other one to reckon with. They shared many of their parents’ characteristics, one being a fine sense of humour. This came into play now as Ginny said, ‘Ay, Mam, where’s the nearest second-hand shop from here? I’d be better off with a genie who wouldn’t answer me back and wouldn’t be moaning all the time. And I’d probably get an old lamp for a couple of coppers.’


‘There’s a second-hand shop on Rice Lane, sunshine,’ Beth said. ‘I’ll have a look in there next time I’m passing.’


Andy was sitting shaking his head. ‘I don’t know who’s the daftest, ye’re all crazy.’


‘Ay, Dad, if yer think we’re crazy, yer should come with me tonight to the Flynns’ for half-an-hour. There’s never a dull moment in there with Mrs Flynn, she’s an absolute scream. And Mr Flynn and David are the same – they’re all crazy. Going in there is as good as going to the pictures to see Laurel and Hardy. They never stop laughing and talking and it’s hard to get a word in edgeways.’ Ginny heard the piercing whistle of the kettle and jumped from her chair. ‘I’ll make the tea while Joey clears the table.’


Her brother heaved a sigh. ‘See, I told yer, all girls are bossy.’ He got to his feet and began to collect the empty plates. Then he had a thought and called through to the kitchen, ‘If they never stop talking, and yer can’t get a word in edgeways, how are you and Joan ever going to tell each other where yer’d like to work?’


‘Easy-peasy,’ Ginny called back. ‘We let them get on with it while we sit on the stairs for some privacy. Yer see, Joey, where there’s a will, there’s a way.’


Dot Flynn was tall and thin, with mousy-coloured hair and hazel eyes. She was an active woman, always on the go, and she kept her house like a new pin. Although she talked a lot, and her language was sometimes very colourful, she had a heart as big as a week. She would never turn anyone away if they were in need. Like all their neighbours, the Flynns didn’t have much money, but Dot would never see anyone without a loaf in the house, or a penny for the gas meter. They were a bit better off financially now their fifteen-year-old son, David, was working, even though he earned very little as an apprentice, and Dot was happy with her lot in life, so happy and content that she was seldom seen without a smile on her face. When she opened the door to Ginny that night, she was beaming.


‘You again, is it, girl? I’m beginning to get confused into thinking I’ve got two daughters.’


Ginny grinned as she stepped into the tiny hall. ‘Me mam’s just asked me why I don’t bring me bed down.’


‘Trying to get rid of yer, is she? Well, tell her there’s no room at the inn, we’re fully booked.’ Dot closed the door and pushed the girl into the living room. ‘Joan’s down the yard, but she won’t be long ’cos it’s freezing in that lavvy.’


‘Oh, blimey, look who’s here.’ David’s long legs were stretched out in front of the fire. He was tall for his age, and a nice-looking lad with his father’s sandy hair and blue eyes. He had a happy, open face, the only flaw on it the few pimples dotted on his chin and cheeks. They were the bane of his life, a real embarrassment, and he found little consolation in his mother telling him that all lads his age suffered from them, and they’d disappear as he got older. ‘I suppose you and our Joan are going to talk the socks off each other for a few hours and we’ll get no peace.’


‘That’s no way to talk to a visitor.’ Dot pushed at his legs. ‘Get those long things out of the way and let someone else see the fire.’


The man of the house, Bill, lowered his paper. ‘Hello, love, come and get a warm and take no notice of the queer feller. Put his ignorance down to his age.’


David sat up straight. ‘Ay, I’m not ignorant!’


Ginny stood near the fire rubbing her hands. ‘No, I wouldn’t say yer were ignorant, David! It’s just that yer’ve got no manners.’


When Joan came in her nose was bright red and her teeth were chattering. ‘I wish we had an inside lavvy, Mam, like some people do. Two of the girls in our class have got a proper bathroom in their houses.’


‘Good for them, girl! And one of these days, yer never know, we might have a house with a bathroom, too! But until then, light of my life, yer’ll just have to make do with an outside lavvy and a tin bath. That’s all me and yer dad have ever known and it hasn’t done us no harm. We might have had frozen backsides a few times, but nothing more serious. Besides, while ye’re sitting on the throne out there, ye’re exposed to the elements with the door falling to pieces and ye’re getting plenty of fresh air. That’s more than yer posh friends at school get. I bet they haven’t got rosy cheeks – on their faces or their backsides.’


‘Oh, Mam, d’yer have to be so rude?’ Joan raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Honest, I’d be ashamed to take yer anywhere.’


‘Ah, what a shame, I’ve upset yer! Silly me, I keep forgetting yer have a very sensitive and delicate nature. So I’ll rephrase what I’ve just said for your benefit.’ Her arms wrapped around her thin waist, Dot struck a pose. ‘I do hope your posterior didn’t suffer from the icy winds that are inclined to blow under the door of our outside lavatory. We could, of course, repair the door, but I’m inclined to be against that idea because I believe it has its advantages. You see, if it was comfortable out there, my husband would slip down the yard when no one was looking, with the Echo tucked under his arm, and he’d sit there for hours on end, reading it from cover to cover, while we’d be running around with our legs crossed.’


Joan exchanged looks with Ginny and they both burst out laughing. But the loudest laugh came from Bill because his wife had him spot on. He enjoyed the quietness of the lavvy to read the paper in peace, and had made a habit of it. Mind you, he didn’t sit for hours, but why worry about a small detail when people were having a laugh at his expense? His wife was able to make a joke out of anything and he admired her for that. He remembered the first time he’d taken her out on a date and thought now what a pleasure it still was to be in her company. Attractive, warm and funny, it was a combination he couldn’t resist and they’d married the following year.


‘I hope the whole street haven’t been told about the Echo, the lavvy and me? Or is that why Mrs Stevenson from number three always has a grin on her face when she sees me?’


Dot chuckled. ‘Bill, ye’re the talk of Irwin’s, the butcher’s, the baker’s and the candlestick maker’s. Not to mention every wash-house from here to the Pier Head.’


Thinking, wrongly as it happened, that Mr Flynn might be feeling embarrassed, Ginny came to his aid. ‘My dad reads the Echo in the lavvy, too! But only when the weather’s warm, like, not if it’s freezing cold.’


‘I knew your dad was a man after me own heart, we seem to share a lot in common. In fact, right now I bet he’s wishing the same thing as me – that we were going to the pub for a pint.’


‘You crafty bugger, Bill Flynn!’ Dot wagged one finger. ‘Yer got that in very nicely, didn’t yer?’


‘Yer wouldn’t begrudge yer hard-working husband a pint, now would yer? It’s not as though I’m out every night drinking until the pubs close. One pint never did no one any harm.’


‘Well, if you’re going out, I’m going out. You go to the pub with Andy and I’ll sit with Beth to pass an hour away.’


David groaned. ‘Ye’re not both going out and leaving me with these two, are yer? I’ll not only be bored stiff, I’ll have an earache into the bargain ’cos they natter non-stop. I wouldn’t mind if it was anything interesting, but it’s just rubbish.’


‘It won’t be rubbish tonight, ’cos we’re going to discuss what we want to do when we leave school.’ Joan pulled tongues at her brother. ‘Just because ye’re fifteen doesn’t mean ye’re all grown up, yer know. Even though ye’re a year older than me and Ginny, it doesn’t mean to say ye’re more intelligent. I bet we could both knock spots off yer.’


‘Ginny might, but you certainly couldn’t, ye’re as thick as two short planks. Me dad asked if yer’d like him to get an application form for yer from Dunlop’s, but yer dithered and couldn’t make up yer mind. And yer’d stand a good chance of being accepted with me and me dad working there.’


‘Ooh, that would be good, Joan,’ Ginny said. ‘They’re bound to look more sympathetically at an application from an employee’s relative.’


‘Yeah, but what about you? I thought the idea was that we’d try and get a job together. That’s what we said.’


‘I know what we said, Joan, but it mightn’t be possible. Me dad said tonight we might have to take what’s on offer.’


‘And yer dad was right,’ Dot said. ‘There’s thousands of people out of work in Liverpool, mostly men with families to keep. Times are hard, and the men that have got a job are lucky. And you’re lucky, too, ’cos employers are more likely to take school-leavers on because they don’t have to pay them much in wages.’


‘You’re telling me,’ David said. ‘I get paid in buttons, even though I work as hard as the older men do.’


‘Yer’ve got a job, son, so stop moaning.’ Bill pushed himself up from the couch. ‘I’ll swill me face and then give Andy a knock.’


‘I’ll nip next door and let him know, so he can start getting ready.’ As Dot was slipping her arms into her coat, she looked at Ginny. ‘Yer know, girl, Bill could get you an application form for Dunlop’s, if yer want. Not that it means yer’d definitely get a job, but it’s worth a try.’


‘Thanks, Mrs Flynn, but I’ll see what teacher has to say tomorrow. Yer see, I quite like the idea of working in a shop if it’s possible. I don’t know if there’ll be any vacancies, not with so many of us leaving school and looking for a job, but I’d like to see what Miss Jackson has to say first.’


‘If that’s what yer fancy, girl, then you go all out for it. But it’s only three weeks to Christmas now, so yer better start putting the feelers out. As yer say, there’ll be hundreds of kids looking for work and I doubt if there’s that many jobs going. Have a talk with yer teacher tomorrow and see if she has any ideas.’ Dot had her hand on the door handle when she turned to look at her son. ‘You behave yerself, David, and don’t be giving the girls a dog’s life. Bury yer head in a book or something, and leave them to it. I’m only next door if anyone needs me for anything.’


Bill came through from the kitchen with a towel in his hand. ‘Are you still here?’


‘I’m going, I’m going, I’m going! Ta-ra!’




Chapter Two


There was surprise on Beth’s face when she opened the door. ‘I didn’t expect to see you, I thought yer’d be curled up in front of the fire.’


‘I would have been if my feller hadn’t decided he felt like a pint.’ Dot brushed past and went into the living room. She ruffled Joey’s hair while smiling at Andy. ‘Bill will be knocking any minute to see if yer feel like going down to the pub with him.’


Andy beamed as he quickly vacated his chair. ‘I never say no to a pint, Dot, so I’d better give meself a swill before he comes.’ On his way to the kitchen he added, ‘I’m not getting changed, though, he’ll have to take me as I am.’


‘Bill’s not getting changed either, so yer’ll be in good company. And anyway, nobody goes to the pub dressed up, they’d get laughed at.’


Beth shook her head. ‘I think they want their bumps feeling, going out on a night like this. They’ll be frozen before they get there, then they’ll stand in a draughty pub drinking cold beer. They’re crazy!’


Andy put his head around the kitchen door. ‘Yer don’t begrudge me a pint, do yer, love? I mean, if yer don’t want me to go, I won’t.’


‘Oh, aye, and be the worst in the world! No, if you’re daft enough to leave a nice roaring fire, then far be it from me to stop yer.’ There was a tenderness in Beth’s eyes which belied her words. She would never begrudge her husband anything. ‘Just remember Christmas isn’t far off and yer’ll need money to buy presents, so don’t go mad. No whisky, just two pints of beer and that’s yer lot.’


‘Whisky! When have I ever bought a glass of whisky? I’m not partial to it, so I wouldn’t buy it even if I was loaded. I much prefer a glass of bitter.’


When the knock came, Andy backed into the kitchen. ‘I’ll just run the comb through me hair, then I’m ready. So there’s no need for you to leave yer warm spot, I’ll open the door to Bill and grab me coat off the peg at the same time.’


But old habits die hard, and Beth followed him to the door. ‘I’ll keep the fire going for yer and have the kettle on the boil.’


When she heard the front door close, Dot sighed and shook her head. ‘I suppose yer know that with you spoiling Andy, my feller thinks he should get the same treatment? Ye’re making all the women in the street suffer ’cos ye’re too soft with him.’


Beth used all her strength to push the heavy couch nearer to the fire. ‘I don’t know how yer have the nerve to say that, Dot Flynn! No man is more spoiled than your Bill! At least I don’t have Andy’s slippers warming by the fire when he comes in, and I don’t put two spoonsful of sugar in his tea and even stir it for him.’


Joey’s head was moving from side to side as he kept up with their talk. He loved it when his Auntie Dot from next door came in, she was so funny. She wasn’t his real auntie of course, like Auntie Flo from next door the other side wasn’t his real auntie, but they were as good as.


‘Ye gods and little fishes! Warming my feller’s slippers and stirring his tea isn’t spoiling him, girl! It’s not like I wait on him hand and foot.’


Beth waved to one end of the couch. ‘Sit yerself down there and get comfortable. And shut up about your feller, ’cos we all know yer check him every morning before he goes to work, to make sure his ears are clean and he hasn’t got a tidemark.’


The springs in the couch twanged when Dot plonked herself down. And when she began to shake with laughter, they twanged even louder. ‘Ay, we often have a laugh about tidemarks. Bill says he’s got one ear sticks out more than the other because his mam used to pull at it when she was dragging him back to the kitchen sink every morning to get a proper wash. I tell him it’s that one ear sticking out what stops him from being more handsome than your feller.’ She noticed Joey sitting quietly with his head bent over the open book on his knee, which he obviously wasn’t reading. ‘How are you, lad? Are yer fed up listening to what Ginny’s going to do when she leaves school and gets a job? I know I’m fed up with our Joan. She thinks she’s going to break eggs with a big stick on her first week’s wages. It’s all a novelty to her and I’ve had a bet with meself that it’ll be two weeks before the bubble bursts and she realises yer have to work for yer money.’


There came a frantic rapping on the window and both women jumped. ‘In the name of God, who can this be?’ Dot pushed herself up. ‘They’ll get a piece of my mind, frightening us like that. I nearly jumped out of me skin.’


The words were no sooner out of her mouth than they heard the front door being opened, and Andy came in, followed closely by Bill. Both men looked agitated and Dot moved to stand next to Beth. ‘What’s happened?’


‘It might be nothing, love, but we thought we’d be on the safe side and tell yer.’ Andy looked to Bill for a nod of confirmation. ‘We were near the pub when we saw old Mrs Bailey walking on the opposite side of the street. She looked a bit strange, and she had no coat on, only a cardigan. Anyway, me and Bill went after her to ask if she was all right, ’cos no one in their right mind would go out on a night like this without a coat. We caught up with her and asked where she was off to, but she seemed to look right through us as if we weren’t there.’ He looked to his mate. ‘Isn’t that right, Bill?’


‘Yeah, she definitely looked as though she was walking in her sleep. We tried asking where she was going, but she just brushed us aside as though she’d never seen us before in her life! Then she carried on walking and turned into County Road. There’s no shops open at this time of night, so the Lord knows where she was headed.’


‘One thing’s for certain, she’ll catch pneumonia if she’s out long ’cos it’s freezing and she was only wearing a dress and cardi.’ Andy looked at Beth and spread his hands. ‘There was nothing we could do, love, we’d have frightened the life out of her if we’d laid hands on her and tried to get her home.’


‘Did yer try telling her who yer were?’ Beth asked. ‘Heaven knows, she’s known yer long enough.’


‘We tried a few times, but as I said, she looked right through us.’ Andy ran his fingers through his thick mop of black hair. ‘She had a strange look on her face as though she was in another world. Anyway, me and Bill thought we should tell yer in case she goes missing, or gets lost.’


Beth and Dot exchanged glances, then nodded. ‘We’ll put our coats on and see if we can find her.’ Beth handed her neighbour’s coat over before reaching for her own. ‘Did yer say she turned right into County Road?’


‘That’s the last we saw of her,’ Bill said. ‘We would have followed her, but yer can imagine what people would think if they saw two men manhandling an elderly woman. We’d have been lynched.’


‘Come on, Dot, let’s go after her before she gets too far away.’ Beth bent down to look into her son’s face. ‘Joey, you stay here and read yer book, we’ll be back as soon as we can.’


‘What about me and Bill?’ Andy asked. ‘Shall we come with yer?’


‘No, me and Dot are better on our own. It might be an idea to knock next door for Flo then we can search each side of the road.’


‘That’s a good idea,’ Dot said. ‘And what about Lizzie, over the road? She knows Hannah Bailey very well, and we could pair off then.’


Beth took her purse from a glass bowl on the sideboard. ‘I’ve got me key, Joey, so don’t answer the door to anyone without first asking who it is.’ She gave each of the men a gentle push. ‘You two go and have yer pint. We know where yer are if we need yer.’


Once outside Dot said, ‘I’ll nip across for Lizzie while you give Flo a knock. The sooner we start the better.’


Within five minutes, there were four women standing beneath the street lamp. Flo Henderson, who was Beth’s other next-door neighbour, was a small woman in height, but large in figure. She was eighteen stone the last time she stood on a weighing machine, and she swore she’d never do it again because the machine was a ruddy liar. She had dark hair, brown eyes, a round happy face and a fantastic sense of humour. The last woman to join the group was Lizzie O’Leary who lived facing Beth’s house. She’d come over from Ireland with her husband, Paddy, nearly fifteen years ago, but she still had the Irish lilt to her voice. ‘How long is it since yer husband saw Hannah, me darlin’?’


‘It can’t be more than twenty minutes ’cos we haven’t wasted any time. Me and Dot thought we could pair off and walk both sides of County Road. Mind you, Andy said Hannah didn’t seem to know where she was, so she could be wandering aimlessly, not knowing one road from another. She may have turned down one of the side streets for all we know. Still, we’ll have to keep our eyes peeled and hope for the best.’


‘I’ll come with you, queen,’ Flo said, ‘and Lizzie can pair off with Dot.’


‘Then let’s make a start.’ Dot linked arms with Lizzie. ‘We’ll check shop doorways and entries as well.’


‘We mustn’t lose sight of each other, though,’ Beth warned. ‘Otherwise we won’t know what’s going on. If anyone does find her, give a shout to let us all know.’


The women paired off to cover both sides of the road, checking doorways and entries, but there was no sign of their elderly neighbour. As they neared Spellow Lane, Beth began to lose hope. Five main roads ran from the junction there, making their search impossible.


‘I don’t think we’re ever going to find her, it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. Once we get to Spellow Lane we’ve had it ’cos there aren’t enough of us to cover all the roads. I think we should turn back and notify the police.’


‘Ye’re probably right, queen, because we could walk the streets all night and never find her. The police are our best bet.’


Beth nodded as though coming to a firm decision. ‘Once we get to Spellow, I’ll call the others over and see what they say. But we can’t hang around or Hannah will freeze to death if she’s out much longer with just a cardi on. The police would find her a damn sight quicker than we will.’


Flo pulled her friend closer for warmth. ‘It’s a worry, isn’t it, queen? I can’t think what came over Hannah to do such a thing, she’s usually very sensible.’


‘From what Andy said, she didn’t seem to know what she was doing. And that’s the worrying part of it, ’cos if she’s confused, she could walk for miles and end up in a place that’s not familiar to her.’ Beth halted her friend at the edge of the pavement and waited for a tram to trundle by before shouting across the wide road, ‘Dot, will you and Lizzie come over so we can discuss what we should do next?’


The two women listened to what Beth had to say about going to the police. They agreed it would be the sensible thing to do, but the Irish woman asked if they shouldn’t cover the area they were in first. ‘There’s so many places she could be around here, me darlings – a tram terminus around that corner where she could be sheltering, and there’s Burton’s shop doorways and pubs on every corner. Sure, it’ll not take us five minutes, and it’s meself that’ll feel better knowing we’ve at least looked everywhere possible. It would be terrible if we gave up and she was only yards away from us.’


‘Okay, you and Dot try the terminus while me and Flo have a look in shop and pub doorways. We’ll cover the next block and meet yer back here in ten minutes. If any of yer want to go home then, ’cos it is bitter, I don’t mind going to the police station on me own. I can hop on a tram here and it’s only about eight stops.’


There were loud protests. ‘I came out with yer, girl,’ Dot said, ‘and I’m sticking with yer until we find Hannah. I’d rather be out here freezing than sitting in front of a fire and worrying meself to death.’


‘And I ain’t leaving yer, either.’ Flo’s sharp nod set her layers of chins in motion. ‘We’ll stick together.’


Lizzie agreed. ‘Sure, I’d never forgive meself if anything happened to the poor woman, she’s a friend of mine.’


Beth gave a sigh of relief. She’d never been in a police station in her life and didn’t fancy going into one now on her own. ‘Okay, girls, we’ll stay together. One for all and all for one, eh? But we’ll do what Lizzie suggested first, then meet back here in five to ten minutes.’


Dot cupped Lizzie’s elbow and turned her head each way to make sure the road was clear. ‘Hang on, girl, wait until this tram passes.’ Then, when the coast was clear, they made haste to the pavement opposite. ‘Let’s try the tram terminus first.’


The wind whipping their cheeks was bitter, and the women clung together for warmth. There weren’t many people about and the terminus appeared at first sight to be empty. ‘She’s not here,’ Dot said, ‘let’s turn around and try Burton’s doorways.’


Lizzie gripped her arm. ‘Just a minute, me darlin’, there’s someone standing against the wall. They’re in the shadow, so they are, but whoever it is has a head of white hair like Hannah’s.’ As they drew nearer to the figure, she took her arm from Dot’s and hurried forward. ‘Praise be to God, I think we’ve found her.’


As Dot followed, her heart was racing fifteen to the dozen. When she saw Lizzie holding her arms wide she knew she was extending them to the old lady they were all so fond of, and felt weak with relief. But as she came closer, she saw Lizzie’s arms were being pushed away. Oh, it was Hannah, all right, thank God, but a Hannah who was acting strangely.


‘It’s Lizzie O’Leary, me darlin’, and, sure, yer know me well enough to know I wish yer no harm. Come to me and I’ll put me coat around yer to warm yer up.’ But there was no recognition in Hannah’s faded eyes, only fear. The more Lizzie coaxed, the more agitated the old lady became. Her whole body was shivering from cold and her lips were blue, but she still had the strength to resist Lizzie’s pleading.


‘Lizzie, I’m going to get Beth and Flo. It’s obvious Hannah doesn’t know us and we’re making her more afraid. But something has to be done quickly because she must be frozen through to the marrow.’


‘I know that, me darlin’, and it’s very concerned I am. Sure, I was only speaking to the dear woman this afternoon, so I was, and she was perfectly all right then. Something drastic must have happened since to have affected her mind like this. I’ll stay with her while you fetch the other two. Perhaps between us we can fix her up with a coat and take her home. In her own surroundings she may come around.’


Dot Flynn did everything quickly, that was her nature. Whether it was making the beds, washing the dishes or ironing, she moved with speed. But she’d never moved as fast as she did when she ran in the direction Beth and Flo had taken. Her feet didn’t seem to touch the ground and her breath hung in the cold winter air.


The road was so deserted and quiet that running footsteps shattered the silence and caused Flo to turn her head. She swung herself around, taking Beth with her. ‘It’s Dot, they must have found Hannah.’


Dot just nodded in reply and then she bent and put her hands on her knees while she fought for breath. After a few seconds she straightened up and croaked, ‘Me chest is sore from running so fast, but we’ve found her. She was by the tram terminus as Lizzie said she might be. We’d better get back to them because Hannah’s blue with the cold. You two can run on, if yer like, I haven’t got the breath left.’


‘No, we’ll walk with yer,’ Beth said. ‘How is Hannah, does she know yer?’


Dot shook her head. ‘No sign of recognition at all. She wouldn’t let us near her! Lizzie wanted to put her coat around her, but Hannah just pushed her away. I don’t know what’s happened to cause it, but it must be serious. She obviously needs help.’


‘She might be better when she’s in her own house, in familiar surroundings.’ Beth quickened her pace. ‘Surely between the four of us we can get her home?’


‘Yeah, we’ll manage that, queen, even if we have to carry her between us,’ Flo said. ‘But I don’t think she should go to her own house until we know if it’s safe to leave her on her own. Better if she comes to one of ours and we can see for ourselves how bad things are with her. I doubt if yer’d get a doctor to come out this time of night anyway so someone will have to keep an eye on her.’


‘We’ll worry about that later,’ Beth said. ‘The first thing is to get her out of the cold and into a warm house. I’ve got me purse with me, so we’ll take a tram home.’


‘That’s if she’ll let us help her, we can’t make her.’ Dot sighed. ‘Wait until yer see her and yer’ll know what I’m talking about.’


When they reached the terminus, it was to see Lizzie standing against the wall with Hannah. Tears came to Beth’s eyes when she saw the state of the elderly woman. ‘Oh, sunshine, ye’re blue with the cold.’ She slipped her coat off and held it out. ‘Come on, let me put this around yer.’


The fight seemed to have gone out of Hannah, and she allowed the other women to put the coat over her shoulders. But she obviously didn’t recognise them. Her eyes were darting everywhere like a frightened animal caught in a trap and looking for a means of escape.


Flo undid the buttons on her coat and slipped one arm out. Then, holding the coat wide, she said to Beth, ‘We’ll share this, queen. At least it’ll keep some of the cold out and anything is better than nothing.’


Lizzie had managed to get Hannah’s arms into the sleeves of Beth’s coat. She fastened the buttons and turned the collar up for protection against the wind. ‘There yer are, me darlin’, isn’t that better? And when we get yer home, a nice cup of hot tea will do yer the world of good.’


Hannah put up no resistance as she was led around the corner to where the number twenty-two tram would stop to take them home. She didn’t say one word and her eyes stared straight ahead as though she was sleep-walking. This worried her neighbours, but by an exchange of glances it was silently agreed to leave things be until they got home. If they upset her now there was no telling what she would do.


When the tram came, Beth and Flo stood back until the other three women were aboard. Then Flo slipped out of her coat altogether and pushed Beth on to the platform. ‘We’d look bleedin’ soft trying to get on with one coat between us, queen, so you go ahead. I don’t feel the cold as much as you, anyway, me fat keeps me warm.’


The conductor came down the stairs just as Flo was trying to lift her leg high enough to climb on board. ‘Why do they make these bleedin’ steps so high, the stupid buggers? Do they think everyone’s six foot tall?’


‘What’s the matter, Flo? Legless again, are yer?’ There wasn’t a conductor or driver on this route who didn’t know her. She stood out not only because she was small and fat, but because she always had a smile and a joke for everyone. ‘That’ll teach yer to have one too many milk stouts.’


‘Ha-ha, very funny, I’m sure.’ Flo grinned up into his face. ‘Give us yer hand, Charlie, or I’ll be here all bleedin’ night.’


After he’d pulled her on to the platform, Charlie eyed her up and down. ‘Where’s yer coat? Don’t tell me yer came out without one on a night like this?’


Flo clamped her lips together and wagged her head from side to side. ‘Silly me! I’ve only gone and left the blasted thing in the pub.’


The driver, tired of waiting for the bell to tell him to move on, took it upon himself to set the tram in motion. ‘We haven’t got all night, Charlie, we’ll be late getting back to Fazakerley.’


‘Hang on a minute, Bob, this lady has left her coat in a pub, she’ll want to go back for it.’


‘She can get off the next stop and walk back.’ It was a cold job driving a tram in this weather, and Bob’s hands and feet were freezing. The sooner they got to the terminus, the sooner he’d get a cup of hot tea and a warm by the stove. ‘It’s not far to walk, and as she’s just told her friend, she’s got plenty of fat on her to keep her warm.’


Flo bristled. ‘Oh, I’m fat, am I? I’ve a good mind to give yer a black eye for that, clever bugger! And what would yer wife think if yer went home with a shiner? She’d think yer’d got fresh with someone else’s wife and the husband belted yer one.’


The conductor was leaning against the stairs that went up to the top deck, grinning. ‘If he got fresh with you, Flo, would your feller belt him one?’


‘Nah, I wouldn’t wait for my feller, I’d do it meself. He’s only the size of sixpennyworth of copper, I could knock him out with one hand tied behind me back.’


Bob, who was six feet two and well-built, was chuckling at the thought of being floored by a woman who came no higher than his chest. Someone would have to lift her up to reach him! ‘The next stop’s coming up, Flo, d’yer want to get off and go back for yer coat?’


‘No, I won’t bother, lad, it’s not worth it. I bought the coat second-hand from Paddy’s Market about fifteen years ago so I’ve had me money’s worth out of it. Besides, I wouldn’t recognise the blinking thing ’cos it’s changed colour about six times since I bought it.’


The conductor held on to the bar as they neared the tram stop, and looked out to see if there were any passengers waiting to board. ‘All clear, Bob, yer can carry on.’ Then he narrowed his eyes and gazed down at Flo. ‘Yer’ve been pulling me leg, haven’t yer?’


‘Of course I have, soft lad! Yer’d fall for the ruddy cat, you would. Still, it helped pass five minutes away, didn’t it?’


As she moved from the platform into the aisle, the conductor said, ‘Yer may as well buy yer tickets now, save me a journey down the tram.’


Flo’s body began to shake with laughter. ‘Ooh, aren’t I the silly one, lad? D’yer know what I’ve gone and done? Only left me purse in the pocket of the coat what I left in the pub! But don’t look so down-in-the-mouth, me mate’s got the money. She’s the pretty one with the fair hair. If yer ask her nicely, she’ll pay yer for our tickets and we’ll settle up with her when we get home.’


Her neighbours had been watching and listening with smiles on their faces. You could rely on Flo to brighten up the proceedings no matter where you were. The only one who didn’t appreciate the exchange was Hannah. She was sitting by a window looking out, but her fixed stare told her friends she wasn’t seeing or hearing anything. At least they had the consolation of knowing she was safe and out of the cold for now. Perhaps when they got home they might get more response from her. If not then a doctor would have to be called because they were out of their depth. They couldn’t deal with something they knew nothing about.


Beth and Dot linked arms with Hannah as they walked up the street. She hadn’t put up any resistance to getting off the tram, but by neither word nor deed had she shown any interest in them. It was as if everything had been wiped from her mind. She didn’t even glance at the house which had been her home for over forty years.


‘We’ll take her in my house,’ Beth said, ‘because there’s only Joey there and it’ll be quieter than anywhere else.’ After opening the front door, she went in first to warn her son to be quiet and not ask any questions.


Hannah had been in this room hundreds of times over the years, but now she stood like a stranger in an unfamiliar house. There was no emotion on her face or in her eyes. ‘Let me take yer coat off, me darlin’,’ Lizzie said, ‘and you sit here by the nice warm fire.’


‘I’ll put the kettle on for a cuppa.’ Beth was really concerned and at a loss as to what to do. They couldn’t just put her in her own house and leave her to it, not the state she was in. And who could say she wouldn’t take to the streets again in the middle of the night?


Dot came into the kitchen. ‘I’ve just been thinking, girl, that we couldn’t take her home if we wanted to, ’cos she hasn’t got her key on her.’


‘Me head’s splitting thinking about it. I don’t know what we’re going to do, sunshine, I haven’t got a clue.’ Beth poured boiling water into the brown teapot. ‘We’ll try and get a hot cup of tea down her first, to warm her through, then we’ll put our thinking caps on.’


Dot carried the cup and saucer, taking great care not to spill any because they all knew how fussy Hannah was. You always got a china cup in her house, even if it was an odd one bought from TJ’s out of their oddment bin. ‘It’s not china, girl, but it’s clean and there’s no cracks in it.’ Dot was lifting the cup from the saucer, thinking she’d hold it to Hannah’s lips, but to her surprise the old woman stretched out her hand and took both cup and saucer from her. Without a word of thanks, she raised the cup to her mouth and began to drink, leaving the onlookers baffled.


Flo was the first one out to the kitchen followed by Lizzie and Dot. ‘I’ve never known nothing like it in me life, queen, she’s got me beat. She’s sitting there drinking the tea as calm as yer like! Yer’d think she was in Reece’s cafe sitting with a lot of strangers! And she might as well be, ’cos she doesn’t know us from Adam!’


Lizzie was leaning back against the sink with her arms folded. ‘I remember when I was in me teens back in Ireland, there was an old lady lived in a little cottage not far from us, and she was the same as Hannah is now. But it didn’t happen overnight with her, sure, it happened slowly, over a good many years. She was a lovely old soul, so she was, and everyone was kind to her.’


‘Hannah’s case is different,’ Beth said. ‘I don’t think it’s anything to do with her age, it’s happened too quickly. And anyway, even in their dotage, old people don’t stop talking like she has. There’s got to be something brought it on, a shock perhaps, but how are we going to find out if she won’t tell us?’


‘I think we’d better go back in to her,’ Flo said. ‘Let’s just talk and act natural and see if it has any effect. If it doesn’t, the only thing left is to get a doctor out to her.’ Her hands on her hips, she jerked her head. ‘Come on, let’s hear a few jokes and some laughter. That might just do the trick.’


One by one the women trooped out, to see Hannah sitting with the empty cup in her lap and her eyes staring into space. ‘Oh, have yer finished yer tea, girl?’ Dot asked, adding a note of laughter to her voice. ‘We haven’t even been offered one yet, which shows what a lousy host Mrs Porter is.’ She raised her brows to Beth. ‘I like two sugars in my tea, please, and I think Hannah would like another cup.’


Joey watched with curiosity in his eyes. All the women were talking and laughing now, even though no one had said anything funny, but Mrs Bailey wasn’t joining in, she just sat there holding her cup and not saying a word. Then there came a single rap on the window and his mam jumped to her feet. ‘That’s our Ginny’s knock, I’ll let her in.’


Beth’s intention was to have a quick word with her daughter, but Ginny brushed past without giving her a chance. ‘Ooh, we’ve got a houseful! Is it a party or can anyone come?’ The girl was smiling happily when she noticed Hannah. ‘Hello, Mrs Bailey, I hope they’re not getting yer drunk?’


All eyes were on the old lady, and as the women were to tell their husbands later it was as if a light had suddenly been turned on in Hannah’s head. She glanced around, confused at first, then she smiled at the young girl who called in every day to see if she wanted any messages. ‘Hello, sweetheart, isn’t it too cold and dark for you to be out?’




Chapter Three


After a short, stunned silence, everyone began talking at once. Not to Hannah, or about her, but about anything else under the sun to give them time to consider what to do. Glances were exchanged between the four neighbours, and shoulders were shrugged as if to ask, ‘What now?’ Should they tell her they’d found her wandering the streets in a daze, or wait to see if she mentioned it of her own accord?


Hannah listened to the chattering and smiled when she thought it was expected. But secretly she was confused. She didn’t know why she was here, couldn’t for the life of her remember even walking up the street. There was something niggling in her head but she couldn’t bring it to mind. Except perhaps for a gut feeling that it was something bad or unpleasant. Yet what would it have to do with her being here, in the Porters’ house, with the other neighbours? Was it someone’s birthday? No, it couldn’t be, there were no cakes and no birthday cards taking pride of place on the sideboard. And there were no husbands here. She closed her eyes, wishing her mind would clear so she would know what was happening to her. Please God, she prayed softly, don’t let me be losing the run of my senses.


Beth had been watching Hannah closely and could see the woman was confused and ill at ease. ‘Are yer all right, sunshine? Yer look worried to death.’


‘To tell the truth, Beth, I was just thinking I must be getting very forgetful in me old age. I mean, yer must have invited me, but I can’t remember what for.’


The chattering stopped and every face turned to Beth. They could see she was undecided as to how much to tell Hannah, and held their breath as they waited. This would need plenty of tact so as not to upset the old lady.


‘Don’t yer remember, sunshine? Yer weren’t feeling very well so I brought yer here so yer’d have some company and I could keep me eye on yer.’ Beth’s hand swept round to indicate her neighbours who were leaning forward in their seats. ‘And, of course, when this lot knew, they came in to keep us company.’


‘D’yer know, I can’t remember.’ Hannah rubbed the heel of her hand over her eyes, as though trying to clear them. ‘Yer wouldn’t think I’d forget not being well, would yer? And I don’t even recall yer bringing me up here!’


‘I know why that is, queen,’ Flo said. ‘Yer had a bit of a temperature, and that muddles yer up in yer mind. It’s happened to me when I’ve had a bad cold and I haven’t known whether I was coming or going. But it doesn’t last long, and yer’ll soon be as right as rain.’


‘Of course yer will, me darlin’, so don’t be worrying about it. We’re all here to look after yer, so we are.’


But Beth wasn’t happy about this. It was all very well everyone telling the woman she was going to be all right, but they didn’t really know she would be. ‘Joey, I think it’s time for yer to go to bed, yer dad will be in soon. So poppy off, there’s a good boy.’


Any other night the lad would have protested, but he’d seen and heard enough in the last hour to know things weren’t what they appeared to be and was sensible enough not to argue. ‘Okay, Mam, I’m feeling tired anyway.’


Beth gave him a kiss and patted his bottom as he began to climb the stairs. ‘I’ll tell yer all about it in the morning, son. Goodnight and God bless.’


Ginny couldn’t make head nor tail of what was going on. Their three neighbours were always in and out of each other’s houses, but unless they’d been having a party, she’d never known them all to be here at the same time. And although Mrs Bailey wasn’t as bright or talkative as she usually was, she didn’t seem to be sick. ‘How are yer feeling now, Mrs Bailey, have yer still got a temperature?’


Before Hannah could answer, Beth said, ‘I think she’s better than she was. And she’ll be even better after another cup of tea. So be an angel and give me a hand, will yer, sunshine?’


‘We’ll all have one too, if yer don’t mind.’ Flo was never backward in coming forward. ‘Me throat’s as dry as a bone.’


‘I’m going to run short of milk for the breakfast,’ Beth told her. ‘So I’ll have to scrounge some off yer.’


Lizzie, who had a husband and four children to cater for, was the first to offer. ‘Sure, if it’s milk ye’re short of, me darlin’, I can spare a pint.’


‘As long as yer don’t leave yerself short, I’ll be grateful. I can pay yer back when the milkman comes in the morning.’


‘Ah, there’s no need for that, not at all, at all. Isn’t it meself what’s drinking yer out of house and home.’


Beth chuckled. ‘Two cups of tea are hardly drinking me out of house and home, Lizzie. But I’ll be glad if yer can spare me a pint.’


‘I can let yer have a cupful, queen,’ Flo said, not wanting to be thought mean. ‘And I wouldn’t want it back off yer.’


It was Dot’s turn to chuckle. ‘She’d have a job to give it yer back if it had been used.’


‘Oh, ye’re there, are yer?’ Flo’s chins did a little dance. ‘Yer hate to be left out, that’s your trouble. It’s a wonder yer haven’t gone one better and offered to bring a ruddy cow!’


For the first time Hannah laughed, and it was like a tonic to all of them because they knew a laugh is as good as a dose of medicine any day. Over the years, when they were down in the dumps because they were skint and worried about where the next meal was coming from, they’d always shared what little money and food they had. And they’d always managed to chase the blues away with a good laugh.


In the kitchen, Beth turned on the tap so her words couldn’t be heard in the living room. Very briefly, she went over the events of the evening with Ginny. She ended by saying, ‘I don’t know what to do, sunshine, ’cos I don’t like the idea of her being alone in that house of hers. If anything happened I’d never forgive meself.’


‘Well, let her stay here tonight. I’ll sleep on the couch and she can have my bed.’


‘Are yer sure, sunshine?’


Ginny nodded. ‘I don’t mind, Mam, honest. I love Mrs Bailey, she’s a smashing woman.’


Beth slapped an open palm to her forehead. ‘She’ll need a nightdress and slippers but she hasn’t got a key with her for us to go and get them! When we found her she didn’t have a handbag or anything.’


‘Perhaps the back door’s been left on the latch, yer never know,’ Ginny said, hopefully. ‘Shall I ask her?’


‘No, I’ll do it, sunshine, all casual like. I don’t want to upset her if I can help it. So if you’ll see to the tea, I’ll ask her if she’d like to stay the night, and try to work the conversation around to how we can get into her house.’ Beth turned back at the door. ‘Be as quick as yer can with the tea ’cos I’d like me mates to be gone by the time yer dad gets in.’


Ginny huffed, ‘There’s not much chance of that, Mam, they hate to miss anything.’


‘I’m going to tell them yer said that!’


Her daughter grinned. ‘They can’t argue ’cos they know it’s the truth! They’re the best neighbours anyone could have, and if they are nosy, it’s in the nicest possible way.’


Beth returned to the living room with a smile on her face. Taking a seat next to Hannah, she said, ‘Our Ginny is pestering me to ask yer to stay the night here, save going home to an empty house. She said yer can have her bed.’


‘Oh, that’s nice of her, sweetheart, but I couldn’t do that! Chase a girl out of her own bed? No, that wouldn’t be fair when I’ve got a perfectly good bed at home.’


Ginny came through from the kitchen carrying two cups of tea. ‘Ah, go on, Mrs Bailey, I want yer to stay. I can sleep on the couch, dead easy, and yer could have yer breakfast with us. Go on, please, ’cos we’ve never had visitors stopping overnight.’


Flo added her weight. ‘Ye’re daft if yer refuse, Hannah, I know I wouldn’t if I was asked. Your fire will have well gone out by now, so yer’d be going home to a freezing house.’


She frowned. ‘I’m sure I banked me fire up before I came out, and I haven’t been here that long, surely?’


‘Yer’ve been here quite a few hours, sunshine, but what difference does that make to yer sleeping here tonight?’ Beth asked. ‘I can go down and put the guard in front of the fire and pick yer nightdress and slippers up.’


Dot also tried egging her on. ‘If I had the chance of being waited on hand and foot, I’d jump at it. The trouble is, I never get asked.’


‘Yer know why, don’t yer?’ Flo nodded her head knowingly. ‘Because yer talk so much, no one would get any sleep.’


‘Flo Henderson, you’re a fine one to say I talk too much when you could talk the hind legs off a donkey.’ Dot pretended to be really put out. ‘I feel so insulted, I’m cut to the quick.’


The diversion was giving Hannah time to think. For some reason she couldn’t fathom, she didn’t want to go back to her own house. And that worried her, ’cos she loved the little house she kept like a palace. It held memories of her beloved husband who had died just days before he was due to retire from work at sixty-five. She still saw him in every room, still talked to him every day as she was dusting and polishing. And there were memories of their only child, John, dashing in from playing footie with his socks hanging down over his shoes, his knees filthy and his face as black as the hobs of hell.


Just then a sharp pain stabbed through Hannah’s head. It was so severe, it caused her to cry out and press her hands to her temples. It only lasted seconds, and when it had gone her head was clear and slowly her memory was returning. ‘Oh, dear God, he’s dead!’ She rocked back and forth, her anguished sobs filling the room and frightening those around her.


‘What is it, sunshine?’ Beth put an arm across the old lady’s shoulders and pulled her close. ‘Yer said he was dead, who did yer mean?’


‘Our John.’ Her wail sent cold shivers down the spines of those listening. ‘He’s dead and I’ll never see him again.’ Hannah’s only son was married with two grown-up children. Five years ago, when there was no work to be had in Liverpool, he’d taken his family to live in Birmingham where he was able to find a job. She’d only seen him a few times since, because they couldn’t afford the train fare, but he never failed to write to her every week. This week’s letter had been written by his wife, Claire.


‘Oh, come here, sunshine.’ Beth pressed the white head to her bosom and rocked her like a baby. ‘Yer’ve got all yer friends around yer, ready to help in any way they can. So when yer feel up to it, tell us what happened.’


Lizzie felt in her pocket for a hankie and passed it to Beth. ‘Give her this, me darlin’, it is clean, I haven’t used it.’


When the sobbing subsided, Hannah wiped away her tears and blew her nose. ‘I get a letter every week from our John, as yer know. Well, today, I was ready to go to the shops when the postman came along with the midday delivery. When I saw the Birmingham postmark I knew it was from John and put it on the sideboard to read when I got back.’ There was a catch in her voice and she stopped for a while to compose herself. ‘But it wasn’t from John, it was from his wife. Claire had written to say he’d died of a massive heart attack on Monday. Sudden, she said. He suffered the attack at six o’clock, not long after he got in from work. The ambulance came quick, but John was dead by the time they got him to the hospital.’


It was all too much for the old lady and she broke down, again her sobs pulling at the heartstrings of her friends. ‘I’m sorry.’ She turned her tear-stained face to Beth. ‘It’s just that I can’t take it in that I’ll never see him again.’


‘Listen, sunshine, you cry all yer want, ’cos we’re all crying with yer. Why didn’t yer come to one of us as soon as yer’d read the letter, instead of going through all that pain on yer own?’


‘Well, yer see, I didn’t read the letter when I got back from the shops. I kept looking at it on the sideboard, dying to open it, but like a child promising herself a treat, I decided to leave it until after tea, when I could pull the chair near the fire and read me son’s letter in peace. He always wrote three pages, full of how his job was going and what the kids were up to. And there was always something for me to laugh at, ’cos if yer remember, our John was always laughing and playing tricks on people.’


‘I remember him well,’ Dot said, sadness and disbelief in her voice. ‘He was a good bloke, always the gentleman.’


‘What else did it say in the letter, me darlin’?’ Lizzie asked. ‘Did his wife give yer any more details?’


‘I didn’t read it all, I couldn’t, me head was whirling. I remember now, I just threw it on the floor and ran out of the house as I was, no coat or anything. I was out of me mind, didn’t know what I was doing. It’s still hazy, but I can recall passing neighbours who asked me what I was doing out without a coat, but I didn’t even look at them, I just kept walking. Your Andy and Bill tried to get me to go home, but the way me head was, I didn’t even know who they were.’


‘They came and told us, sunshine, and they were so concerned, we got together and set off to find yer.’


‘I’m sorry to have caused yer so much bother, I wouldn’t have done if I’d been thinking straight. But it was such a shock . . .’ Sobs cut Hannah’s words off. Then, tears streaming down her face, she said, ‘I mean, yer don’t expect yer son to die before yer, do yer? It just doesn’t seem fair.’


Beth glanced at the clock. Andy would be in any minute, and the chances were that Bill would come with him to find out what had happened. She didn’t think Hannah was up to going all through it again, it was too painful. ‘Ye’re staying here tonight, sunshine, so I don’t want any argument out of yer. One of the ladies will come with me to get yer nightie and slippers, and yer coat, and then I can make yer nice and comfortable. But the thing is, yer’ve no keys on yer, so how do we get into yer house?’


Hannah frowned as she pushed her hands into the deep pockets of her cardigan. ‘I have a habit of sticking the key in me pocket. Ah,’ she held it aloft, ‘thank God! That’s saved a lot of trouble.’


Beth took the key. ‘Come on, ladies, let’s get going! Ginny can keep Hannah company for ten minutes.’


Flo’s mouth gaped. ‘What the hell d’yer need all of us for? There’s no point in four of us traipsing down the ruddy street and back again.’


‘Yer’ll only be traipsing back as far as yer own houses, sunshine, that’s the point. Andy will be in soon and he won’t be expecting a houseful! Besides, Hannah’s had enough company for one night, her head must be spinning.’


‘Well, I like that!’ Flo lumbered to her feet. ‘Some mate you are, telling us all to sod off.’


‘Stop yer moaning, Flo,’ Dot said. ‘Ye’re not the only one being told to sling their hook, so save yer tears ’cos yer won’t get no sympathy.’


‘Who asked you to put yer oar in?’ Flo muttered as she buttoned her coat. ‘Ye’re always butting in where ye’re not wanted.’


‘Come on.’ Beth herded them out, then turned at the door. ‘I won’t be long, Hannah. If yer want a drink, Ginny will make one.’


When the door closed, Ginny went to sit beside their visitor. ‘They’re hilarious, aren’t they? Anyone would think they meant it when they argue, but they don’t. They’re good mates.’


‘I know that, sweetheart, they’re the salt of the earth. And what they’ve done for me tonight proves it. There’s not many folk would go out on a night like this to look for a neighbour who’s gone missing.’


‘I’d go looking for yer, Mrs Bailey.’ Ginny put her arm across Hannah’s shoulders. ‘’Cos I think ye’re a little love.’


Outside, Lizzie said, ‘You go on ahead while I nip across the road for the milk I promised yer. I’ll be right behind yer, so I will.’


And she was right behind them when Beth put the key in Hannah’s door. ‘We’re lucky the gas hasn’t run out and the light’s on. At least we can see what we’re doing.’


‘There’s the letter on the floor.’ Flo made a dive for it and waved it in the air. ‘She’s lucky it missed going in the fire.’


Beth quickly plucked it from her hand. ‘I think Hannah should be the first one to read that, sunshine. After all, it is addressed to her.’


But Flo wasn’t convinced. ‘I think we should read it first, queen, so we’ll know what to do. It’s probably giving all the details of the funeral and everything, and she’s bound to be upset. We could break it to her gently, like, and then she won’t take it so bad.’


Dot shook her head. ‘Beth’s right, we shouldn’t read a private letter. Hannah will tell us what she wants us to know when she’s feeling more like herself.’


‘If she can get a good night’s sleep first, then the poor soul might be more up to it. News like that would be a shock to anyone, never mind a woman of her age and John being all she had in the world.’ Lizzie put the milk on the table and took a miniature bottle of brandy out of her pocket. ‘I always keep one of these in the house in case it’s needed. If yer could give it to Hannah in a cup of tea before she goes to bed, me darlin’, it’ll help her to sleep.’


‘Thanks, Lizzie, that’s a godsend. I’ll make sure she gets it down her.’ Beth placed the tiny bottle on the table next to the milk. ‘Now, I wonder where we’ll find her nightdress and slippers?’


‘The slippers are here, by the side of her chair,’ Flo grunted as she bent down to pick them up. ‘Knowing Hannah, her nightdress will probably be folded up neatly on her bed. But I ain’t walking up those bleedin’ stairs ’cos they kill me.’


‘Will you come up with me, Dot?’ Beth asked. ‘I don’t like rooting in someone else’s house, it doesn’t seem right. But she’s got to have a nightdress, so needs must when the devil drives. And a clean pair of knickers if we can find them, in case she’s not in a fit state to come back here tomorrow.’


They found the nightdress folded under a pillow on the bed, and the first drawer they opened contained knickers, vests and brassieres. ‘My God,’ Dot said, ‘this drawer puts mine to shame. Everything is so neat and tidy while mine are a mess.’


‘Ye’re not on yer own, sunshine, ’cos my drawers don’t bear inspection. I put everything away neatly, but by the time the kids have rummaged through them, everything is topsy-turvy and the clothes are creased to blazes.’


As they walked down the badly lit staircase, Dot chuckled. ‘I remember me ma shouting at me for not keeping things tidy. She used to call me all the lazy articles going ’cos I was too idle to look after me own clothes. God rest her soul, but if she’s looking down on me now I bet she’s saying I’m getting what I deserve.’


Flo was waiting at the bottom of the stairs with her hands on her hips. ‘Ye’re not half bleedin’ slow! Yer’ve been gone that long, I was beginning to think yer’d hopped into bed.’


‘We got what we wanted anyway so stop yer moaning.’ Beth reached for Hannah’s coat which was hanging on a hook near the front door. ‘I think that’s everything, isn’t it?’


‘The house was wide open to the world, me darlin’, so it was. Anyone could have come in the back way ’cos the poor soul had run out without locking the door. But everywhere is safe now, and I’ve put the guard in front of the fire ’cos there still some life in it and it’s better to be sure than sorry.’


‘That’s it, then! You’re the tallest, Lizzie, so would yer be an angel and reach up to put the light out?’


When the room was plunged into darkness, Beth said, ‘I’ll open the front door and we’ll be able to see by the light from the street lamp. I should have thought of that before I asked yer to put the light out, Lizzie, but I’ve got a head like a ruddy sieve.’


The light from the street lamp didn’t come fast enough to help Flo, though, and she walked straight into the living room door. She didn’t hurt herself because her layers of fat kept her safe, but she wasn’t going to tell that to the others until she’d received the amount of sympathy she thought she was entitled to. ‘Oh, my God, I’ve knocked all me front teeth out! Which silly bugger deliberately left the door open for me to walk into?’ When the fuss she was expecting didn’t come, she wailed, ‘Ooh, I’m in agony. Someone run for a doctor quick, ’cos I think me nose is busted, me eye is hanging out and I’ve lost all me front teeth.’ With a chubby hand covering her face, she staggered to the front door to find her friends standing on the pavement looking up at her. ‘A fine lot of mates you turned out to be, I must say. I could be dead for all you care.’


Beth pretended to be hurt by Flo’s words. ‘Ah, that’s not nice now, sunshine, is it? Not when we’ve been standing here finding solutions to all yer problems. Dot is going to bandage yer nose up, Lizzie is going to put yer eye back in its socket, and I’m going to come down first thing in the morning to find yer missing teeth.’


Flo stared down at them for a few seconds then she began to shake with laughter. Her mountainous bosom and tummy went up and down while her chins did a quickstep. Her laughter lifted the pall of sadness which had enveloped them all for the last few hours. When she could speak, she croaked, ‘Ay, queen, that was good, that was. I couldn’t have done better meself in that short time. Mind you, while your brain was working, my eye crawled back into its socket ’cos it was frightened of missing anything, and me nose pulled itself back into shape. And, yer’ll be glad to know, me teeth are safe in me pocket, all present and accounted for.’


‘What about yer cauliflower ear?’ Lizzie asked. ‘Has that gone back into shape?’


‘Cauliflower ear! How the hell could I get a cauliflower ear when I walked face forward into the bleedin’ door?’


‘I only hope Hannah’s door is in as good shape as you are, girl,’ Dot said, deadpan. ‘I’ve got a feeling that in a collision with you, it was bound to come out the loser.’


‘Oh, very funny, I’m sure, Mrs Clever Clogs. Perhaps . . .’ Flo’s words trailed off and her mouth opened in fright when she was pulled unceremoniously from the top step. Her little legs kicking the air, she landed on the pavement in front of her friends. ‘In the name of God, queen, what did yer do that for? I could have broken me flaming neck!’


‘I had to do something to shut yer up, sunshine, otherwise we’d be here all night. As yer well know, I enjoy a laugh as well as the next one, but there’s a time and a place for everything. And while the place is right, the time isn’t, ’cos I’ve left our Ginny sitting with Hannah.’ Beth closed the front door and pressed it to make sure it was securely shut. ‘Now I don’t want any of yer to think I’m keeping Hannah all to meself and leaving you out, but I’d say she’s gone through enough today and we should let her settle down a bit.’


‘I agree with yer, me darlin’, I do that, right enough,’ Lizzie said. ‘As long as yer know we’re there if yer want us. I’m sure Flo and Dot will say the same, that yer can knock for us any time, night or day.’


‘All yer’ve got to do is bang on the wall, girl, and I’ll be there like a shot.’ Dot linked Beth’s arm and they began to walk up the street, followed closely by Flo and Lizzie. ‘Even if it’s the middle of the night, I won’t mind.’


‘If I don’t hear from yer before, queen, I’ll call to yours at ten o’clock to see how Hannah is and if yer want anything from the shops.’ Flo was very curious about the contents of the letter and didn’t like the idea of having to wait until tomorrow to find out. But she’d have to tread carefully or her mates would jump down her throat. So she tried to make her voice sound casual when she asked, ‘Are yer going to give her the letter when yer get in?’


‘I don’t know, sunshine, I’ll see how she is then. I’m going to play it by ear. If she asks about it, I won’t lie, I’ll give it to her. If she doesn’t mention it, I’ll hang on until the morning. With a bit of luck, and Lizzie’s brandy, she’ll have a decent night’s sleep and be better able to cope.’


‘So we’ve all got to wait until tomorrow to find out what’s going on?’ Flo wasn’t best pleased about this. ‘I still think we should read what’s in it. I’m sure Hannah wouldn’t mind in the least.’


‘Flo, yer can be a nosy cow sometimes,’ Dot said. ‘What difference does it make to us what happens? It’s Hannah’s business. We’ll give her all the help we can, but we can’t take over from her.’


‘Nosy cow? I’ve a good mind to clock you one, Dot Flynn. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black! Anyone in this street will tell yer I keep to meself and don’t meddle in other folk’s business. I’m the leastest nosy person in the neighbourhood.’


‘Ye’re also the most ignorant.’ Dot knew that if she took offence Flo was capable of knocking her out for the count. But she had one advantage over her little fat friend – she could run faster. ‘There’s no such word as leastest.’


‘Oh, isn’t there now, smart arse? Well, it’s of little significance to me whether there is or not.’ When Flo saw Dot’s mouth gape, she grinned. ‘It’s all right, queen, I don’t know what that means meself, and I couldn’t spell it to save me life.’


At that point they all came to a halt outside Flo’s house and Beth didn’t want to stand around talking because she’d been out too long as it was. ‘I’ll have to be getting in, Hannah will wonder what we’re doing in her house. But I’ll see yer all in the morning. And thanks for helping me out, I wouldn’t have attempted it on me own. In fact Hannah would still be lost if it weren’t for you. So it’s a pat on the back all round for the faithful four, and I’ll bid yer goodnight and God bless.’


When Beth closed the door behind her, she stood in the tiny hallway and listened. First she heard Andy’s quiet voice, and then Hannah’s. She couldn’t make out what they said, but there were no tears or sobs which was a good sign. So after patting her pocket to make sure the letter was still there, she took off her coat and hung it with Hannah’s on one of the hooks behind the door. Then she walked into the warmth of the living room.


‘Did yer think I’d left home, Hannah?’ Beth was pleased to see Ginny sitting next to the old lady on the couch with their arms linked. ‘I’m going to put the blame on Flo because she’d keep yer talking until the cows come home. Besides which, she has the broadest shoulders to put the blame on.’


Her husband smiled. ‘Only a coward puts the blame on someone else.’


‘That’s me, sunshine, a coward through and through. Anyway, I’ve got yer nightdress and slippers, Hannah, plus a change of undies. And Lizzie gave me this bottle of brandy for yer, with strict instructions that yer drink it in a cup of tea before yer go to bed. It should help yer get a good night’s sleep.’


‘That was kind of her. Yer’ve all been so good, I don’t know what would have become of me if yer hadn’t come looking for me. I’ve put yer to a lot of trouble.’


‘It was no trouble at all, sunshine. That’s what friends are for! And you’d have done the same for any one of us.’ Beth carried the pair of slippers over to the couch. ‘Put these on, sunshine, and yer’ll be more comfortable. I’ll put the kettle on for a pot of tea, and light the oven to warm up the shelf so it can go in the bed to take the chill off it.’


‘Ye’re spoiling me, sweetheart, I won’t want to go home at this rate.’


‘Well, then, yer can stay with us,’ Ginny told her, ‘for as long as yer like.’


Beth watched Hannah putting her slippers on, and thought the old lady seemed a lot more at ease now. It would be an act of cruelty to give her the letter and bring back all the sadness and heartache. Far better to let her have a good night’s sleep, please God, and then help her through the ordeal tomorrow. After Andy had left for work, and the children were off to school, the house would be quiet and peaceful. That would be the best time, if there was a best time, to talk about the tragic news the letter had brought.


‘Andy, would yer be an angel and put the kettle on for us, please? And put a light to the oven for me.’ Beth sent him a message with her eyes. ‘And stay out there for a few minutes so a certain lady can put her nightdress on in front of the fire.’
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