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Chapter 1

Ellie Walsh felt, despite the pleasantness of the surroundings she worked in, apprehensive.

‘Cheer up, gel,’ said Peggy, rushing past waving a dustpan and brush in the air. ‘The day’s nearly over.’

Ellie smiled at Peggy’s retreating back. Her friend was a slim girl, always full of energy, and, at nineteen, two years older than Ellie. Ellie was also slim, but that was because food had always been scarce at home. The day was nearly over, and that was the trouble, thought Ellie; she had to go home. Today was Friday, pay day; that would probably bring forth more arguments from her mother about the tips she never got. Ellie had told her many times it wasn’t that kind of tea room. Ellie sighed. If only her mother would let her keep more than just one precious sixpence out of her wages.

Peggy, who knew about Ellie’s home life, but never commented, began humming to herself as she swept the few crumbs from the red stone floor into the dustpan.

Ellie smoothed the crisp white tablecloth with the flat of her hand. Her dark eyes took on a dreamy look as she stood back to admire the small vases of flowers on the tables she had carefully set ready for the morning teas and coffees. Although she’d only been working here for four weeks, she loved her job, waiting on the tables, admiring the people it brought her into contact with: women wearing nice frocks and the latest cloche hats, and lots of jewellery, although  Peggy said most of it was made of paste and glass. The men always wore smart suits with white collars and neat ties. As the railway station was just across the road Peggy assumed most of them were on their way to and from the city. Ellie would always be grateful to Peggy for getting her the job. The Tea Room, as it was simply called, was in the better part of Rotherhithe and it was her haven; she would dream she was one of the lady customers sitting laughing and waving her long cigarette holder about. Even if she didn’t smoke now, she could soon learn.

As Ellie stood and looked round the tea room with its bent-wood chairs set two to every table, she could almost imagine she was sitting there, with her legs neatly crossed at the ankles, showing off her fine silk stockings. There was only room for eight tables, but they were always busy with morning and afternoon teas. The walls were covered with red flock paper, with two long mirrors each side of the room. Near the door, on the opposite side of the counter, stood a dark wooden hatstand.

Peggy’s humming brought Ellie back to herself. Although Peggy was older than her they had been to the same school, and Ellie often saw her on her way home from the tea factory where Ellie’s older sisters Lizzie and Dolly worked. Her sisters had found her a job cleaning the office, but it was short-lived. Ellie had been sacked when a distant member of the boss’s family wanted the job, and there hadn’t seemed to be a lot of prospects left for her after that. The Depression was causing so much hardship, and so many had lost their jobs, including her father.

It was while she was out searching for work that she had bumped into Peggy. She told her she was working for Mr Jenkins, the baker who made the fancy cakes and scones at the back of the tea room. Ellie had often stood with her mouth watering as she gazed into the window at the display of lovely cakes. Peggy told her she was going to be promoted to working on the counter, as Mrs North, whose husband  was very ill, was leaving. Ellie didn’t know Mrs North, but was pleased when Peggy told her Mr Jenkins was looking for another girl to wait on the tables and suggested she came to see him.

Ellie worried about her scruffy clothes and kept her rough hands behind her back when she met Mr Jenkins, but he seemed pleased with her and she was given Peggy’s uniform. Thankfully they were both about the same height. Over the black dress Ellie wore a white starched lacy apron. She had to wear her long dark hair tied back, and when the odd strand found its way out she had to tuck it quickly behind her ear. Her smart white headdress had a black ribbon woven through it, which made her feel important, and Peggy gave her some shoe polish, so she polished her run-down shoes till they shone.

Ellie did worry about the washing of her uniform, but Mrs Page, who made the tea and did the washing up in the back, took home all the dirty linen, including Peggy’s overall and Ellie’s apron. She had to change out of her black dress every evening, and Mrs Page sometimes took that home to sponge off any marks.

Mr Jenkins didn’t pay a lot, only twelve shillings and sixpence a week, but Ellie didn’t mind. She loved it here.

‘Good job you ain’t gotter get a tram home,’ said Peggy, lifting a corner of the lace curtain and looking out of the window that was the other side of the door. ‘Seems funny not seeing any trams.’

‘I’m glad it ain’t that far to walk,’ said Ellie, knowing the sixpence her mother let her keep each week would never be wasted on tram fares; she was saving it to buy some new shoes.

‘This General Strike’s causing a lotta problems,’ said Peggy, walking away from the window. ‘Me old mum reckons they’ll be bringing in the army soon. It’s a shame, just as we seem ter be getting straight after the war, now this. Still, I feel sorry for all those poor blokes what come  back from the war and thought everythink would be fine.’

Ellie looked about her and asked quietly, ‘You don’t think we’ll lose our jobs if Mr Jenkins can’t get any supplies, and we don’t get any customers?’

‘Shouldn’t think so.’ Peggy smiled. ‘Mr Jenkins is a kind man. I’m not so sure about his boss, Mr Cole, though.’

Ellie knew Peggy was sweet on Mr Jenkins. He was a lot older than Peggy, and Ellie knew he’d been injured during the war when he was in the army. He was a stockily built man, but his warm smile, twinkling blue eyes and slicked back dark hair made him look almost handsome.

Ellie didn’t know anything about Mr Cole, although he was also her mother’s landlord. Ellie had never seen him, but his name put fear into all his tenants. He owned a lot of property around Rotherhithe, including Elmleigh Square where Ellie lived, and if you got behind with your rent you were out on the streets.

‘Right, that’s it,’ said Peggy, straightening up after brushing the last of the crumbs into the dustpan. ‘I’ll tell Mr Jenkins it’s all tidy in here, and I’ll collect your wages. I bet you wish it was Friday every day?’

Ellie nodded, as Peggy disappeared into the back of the shop.

 



It was a sultry May evening as Ellie made her way home. Her feet throbbed and the darn in the heel of her black lisle stockings rubbed as she trudged along Rotherhithe New Road. Ellie sighed as she pictured the scene waiting for her at home.

Her father would be sitting hunched up in his chair, upset that he hadn’t found work again today. Her older sisters Lizzie and Dolly would probably be arguing about anything they could find to argue about. Baby Iris, as she was still called even though she would be fourteen this year and looking for work soon, would be sitting reading one of their sisters’ penny dreadfuls. Their mother wanted her to leave  school now, but Iris didn’t want to go to work, and would argue with her mother about it. That would result in Ruby Walsh shouting and carrying on about everyone in the house and most of those who lived in the square, too.

With a heavy heart Ellie turned into Elmleigh Square, which was the same as always. It wasn’t really a square, more of a small triangle with terraced, back-to-back houses in various states of disrepair lining two of the sides, and Fellows Road running along the other side. The whole area was run-down and dilapidated. There were just twenty houses in the square and Ellie knew only a few of the tenants, as most came and went very quickly when the tally men and rent man came knocking for their money.

Poor Mrs Collins was the last to have been chucked out, and she had five kids. Everybody had shouted at the bailiffs, but it didn’t help. It had upset Ellie for days and she often wondered where they’d finished up. If only she could escape this miserable place; but her mum was always threatening her and her sisters with the workhouse, or worse still the lunatic asylum, if they ever thought about running away

As usual Dirty Molly, as the kids in the square called her, was sitting on the rusty metal seat that surrounded the old elm tree. Some boys were climbing up the tree, completely ignoring Molly. She had become as much a part of the tree as the seat. Nobody knew how old she was; she had been sitting there for as long as Ellie could remember. Every morning she would shuffle out of the house she shared with her sister, who people hardly ever saw, and sit there till dark, unless it was raining, in which case she would be at her window watching. All day she cuddled and talked to her small scruffy dog, never saying very much to the people round about, but her sharp beady eyes constantly darted about, taking in all the comings and goings of the square. Everybody thought she and her sister were a barmy pair.

Many years ago when Ellie used to play round the tree they’d called Dirty Molly an old witch. Her red hair had  seemed to sprout from her head, she’d always worn a long black coat and she’d chase the kids and have them screaming with fright, giving some of them nightmares. Over the years her hair had turned white, and she was fat now and couldn’t walk very far. She was no longer a threat to the children.

As usual this evening the dusty square was full of kids running, shouting and screaming. Ellie guessed that many years ago this square was covered with grass; now it was a dust bowl in the summer and a sea of mud in the winter.

Ellie’s heart missed a beat when she saw Terry Andrews come out of his house at the far end, and walk purposefully across the square. Although his jacket was torn, his trousers too short, and his boots too big, to Ellie he was tall, dark and handsome, just like the heroes in all the penny books she and her sisters read. She automatically touched her hat to make sure it was on properly, desperately wishing it was a fashionable close-fitting one. She smiled. She had been smiling at him for years, but since he left school he never spoke, only smiled back, usually accompanied by a slight nod as he said her name. She felt her face flush, but he was gone. Terry was three years older than her, and at school had always looked on her as a kid, teasing her and pulling her hair, but Ellie had always been in love with him. She remembered when she secretly cut their names into a heart in the elm tree, and put an arrow through it, although she always denied it was her when the other kids took the mickey out of them. She knew Terry didn’t have a job. There was no Mr Andrews, either. Mrs Andrews let part of her house, but her lodgers never seemed to stay very long, and talk was that when she was young she’d had a lot of men friends. Although she was old, she was still slim and always had a pleasant smile. Ellie could see that she had once been very beautiful. In her dreams Ellie imagined herself looking after Terry and his mother, doing the cooking and cleaning, and being very happy.

Ellie pushed open the front door of number sixteen, a two-up-and-two-down with paint peeling off the door, just like all the others that fronted the square. Despite the warm weather, she shuddered as raised voices escaped from the kitchen into the passage.

Her father looked up as she walked into the kitchen. ‘’Allo, Ellie love, ’ad a good day?’

‘Not bad.’ She sat at the table and, kicking off her shoes, gently rubbed her sore heel and aching feet.

‘Gonner give us the same old sob story about being overworked and underpaid,’ laughed Dolly.

‘Talking of being paid, come on, gel, ’and it over.’ Her mother stuck her large open hand under Ellie’s nose. Ruby Walsh was a sizeable woman, with thick upper arms, her threadbare floral overall bursting open across her ample bosom despite the large safety pin straining to hold the material together. Her mousy hair was always scragged back into a bun, and her darting grey eyes never missed a thing. She always wore run-down slippers with the toes cut out, even when she went to the corner shop.

‘Give us a chance, I’ve only just got in.’ Ellie picked up the black, envelope-shaped handbag she had bought for a penny at the secondhand stall in the market. She took out her wage packet and passed it to her mother.

“Bout time you ’ad a rise, me girl,’ said Mrs Walsh, turning it over before tearing it open.

‘Christ, I’ve only been there four weeks.’

‘Don’t swear.’

‘Well, what d’you expect?’ mumbled Ellie under her breath so that her mother couldn’t hear. At seventeen Ellie objected bitterly at having to give her unopened wage packet to her mother, to be given back only sixpence to last her all week. Many times at the tea factory she had tried to prise open her wage packet, but that had only ever resulted in her mother’s large hand hitting her round the head. She had even given some thought to asking her new boss Mr  Jenkins to give her some cash in her hand, but she knew he was afraid of the big boss, Mr Cole, and wouldn’t think of doing anything like that.

‘Did yer git any tips terday?’ asked her mother, counting out the twelve shillings and sixpence.

‘No, course not. I keep telling you, it ain’t that kind of place.’

‘She wouldn’t tell yer if she ’ad,’ said Lizzie. She grinned as she stood admiring her short bobbed hair in the large mirror that hung over the mantelpiece.

‘She’d better,’ said Mrs Walsh. ‘I ain’t brought you lot up ter tell lies.’

If you went to work, thought Ellie, things might be a bit easier, but her mother had always said looking after four girls and a lazy husband was more than enough work for her.

‘Well, if she tarted ’erself up a bit and made eyes at some of the old men they gits in there she might earn ’erself a few extra bob,’ said Dolly, pushing Lizzie away from the mirror.

‘’Ere, who yer pushing?’ Lizzie objected.

‘Well move over, I ain’t got all night waiting fer you ter finish looking at yerself.’

‘Don’t you two start,’ said their father.

‘That’s it, ’ave a go at us, just ’cos you can’t find work. If it wasn’t fer me and Lizzie you’d all starve,’ Dolly snarled.

Ned Walsh looked down and began picking at his fingers. He had a thin face, and his watery blue eyes always looked sad, his grey wiry hair never looked tidy and over the years his stoop seemed to have shrunk his stature. Once he had appeared to tower over Ellie but now they were eye to eye.

Ellie suddenly wanted to throw her arms round his neck. She knew how day after day he walked the streets looking for work, and that his boots were stuffed with cardboard to stop the rough pavements cutting his feet.

‘What’s fer tea, Mum?’ asked Baby Iris looking up from her book.

‘As it’s the end of the week I could only manage a few scraps, so I’ve boiled ’em up with a bit o’ veg.’

‘That’s what that ’orrible smell is,’ said Dolly. ‘Fought you was boiling up Dad’s old socks.’

Lizzie and Baby Iris laughed with her.

Ellie didn’t laugh. She knew their father didn’t have any socks.

‘Why don’t yer start trying ter tart yerself up a bit?’ said Lizzie to Ellie.

‘Where would I get the money from to buy make up?’ Ellie threw a dirty look at her mother.

‘Like I said, flash those big brown eyes at some of the old men, and who knows what you’ll get.’ Dolly threw her head back and laughed.

‘’Ere you are, gel. This lipstick’s nearly finished, you might be able to scrape a bit out of it.’ Lizzie threw a black lipstick case at Ellie.

‘Ow Lizzie,’ yelled Baby Iris. ‘You promised me the next one.’

‘Well yer ain’t ’aving it. Yer sister’s need is more than yours. ‘Sides, yer still at school.’

Baby Iris pouted. ‘It ain’t fair.’

Ellie looked across at her father who raised his tired eyes towards the ceiling.

‘Nuffink in life’s bleeding fair. Now come on you lot, clear this table, dinner’s ready.’ Their mother stood in the doorway between the kitchen and tiny scullery, her large frame filling the doorway. She cast her eyes towards her husband and a look of distaste filled her full face.

Ellie could never understand why her mother always spoke to her father with such venom. She must have loved him once, and it wasn’t his fault he couldn’t find work. But she’d never had a good word to say to him for as long as Ellie could remember, even when he was working for a while as a labourer in the docks.

Before sitting down Ellie glanced round the kitchen. Like  the outside of the house this too was in a state of disrepair. The ceiling was black from the gas lamp, and the damp seeping in under the window caused the wallpaper to hang off the wall in tired strips.

Ellie sat at the table and picked at her dinner with her fork, pushing the potatoes round the thick chipped plate – the china here was so different from the tea room’s. Before she’d worked there she’d never known china could be so thin and pretty, and she was terrified of breaking it.

‘Don’t yer want it, gel?’ asked her father, interrupting her thoughts.

‘I ain’t very ’ungry. We ’ad some sausage rolls left over today and Mr Jenkins let me and Peggy eat ’em.’

‘Pity yer didn’t fink of someone else instead of yerself for a change,’ said her mother. ‘We could do with a few of them. I told yer before if there’s anyfink left over, bring it ’ome.’

‘We don’t see any of them nice cakes they ’ave in the window, do we?’ said Baby Iris. ‘They must ’ave some of ’em over sometimes.’ She pushed her face close to Ellie’s. ‘I bet you eats ’em.’

‘I told you, Mr Jenkins sells ’em off cheap at the end of the day.’

‘So, why didn’t ’e sell the sausage rolls then?’ asked Dolly.

‘Dunno.’

‘Well if yer don’t want yer dinner, then I’ll ’ave it.’ With that Baby Iris snatched Ellie’s plate from in front of her and scraped the dinner on to hers.

Lizzie laughed. ‘Christ gel, you’ll never starve, yer too bloody quick.’

After they had finished their meal, their mother sent Baby Iris up to the pub for a drop of ale in a jug as usual. She reckoned it was her one treat and she deserved it. Ellie and her father went into the scullery to do the washing up, while Dolly and Lizzie finished getting ready to go out. Mrs Walsh sat in the armchair and, with her feet on the brass fender,  was already beginning to doze off.

The small scullery only had a discoloured sink and wooden draining board under the window. Against the opposite wall stood an old rickety table; next to it was a cupboard that contained very little. The door led out to the yard and the lavatory.

Ellie glanced out of the window as she threw a handful of soda from the stone jar that stood on the windowsill into the chipped white enamel washing up bowl, and swirled the water round and round. ‘I’ll see to this and I’ll do the wiping up, Dad, if you want to sit down.’

‘Bin sitting down most of the day, ain’t I.’

‘No luck with a job then?’

‘Na. This strike ain’t ’elping. Mind you, there’s a lot what’s breaking the strike, a lot o’ blacklegs about, but they’re mostly the toffs what finks it’s a good laugh ter drive a tram. Like a lot o’ bleeding kids they are. Saw a fight this morning. They ’ad ter fetch the police. It could get very nasty if they bring the army in.’

‘They won’t do that, will they?’

‘Well, they’ll ’ave ter move the foodstuff what perishes from the docks.’

Ellie slowly rubbed the dishcloth that had been cut from an old vest round and round a plate.

‘Wake up gel, yer gonner wear that plate out ’fore yer finished washing it.’

Ellie laughed, and her smile lit up her large brown eyes. ‘I was miles away then. ’Ere you are, and don’t drop it.’ She handed her father the well washed plate. She loved her father. He was a quiet man who always tried to do the best for his family, even though it was never enough for her mother.

‘You going out ternight?’ asked her father.

‘No. I’m saving up for a new pair of shoes, and ’sides, I ain’t got no one to go out with. But I’m going to go and see that new Rudolph Valentino film when it comes to the  Gaumont. ’E’s really handsome. D’yer know, I dream about ’im whisking me away on ’is white ’orse, and riding off with me into the sunset.’ Ellie hugged herself and laughed. ‘Daft, ain’t it?’

Her father laughed with her. ‘Don’t see many sunsets round ’ere; well, not frough the ’ouses anyway.’ He turned away and looked at the plate he was holding. ‘There ain’t no harm in dreams, gel,’ he said, adding softly, almost to himself, ‘we all ’ad ’em once.’




Chapter 2

Ellie went upstairs to the bedroom she shared with her three sisters.

‘Thanks for the lipstick, Lizzie.’

‘’S’all right. I remember when I wasn’t earning much and Mum took it all. As yer gets older you ’ave ter get craftier.’ She grinned, pulled up her silk stockings and straightened her seams.

Ellie lay on her back on top of the bed she and Baby Iris slept in. The only other furniture in the room was the bed Lizzie and Dolly shared. Everything else had been pawned. Clothes hung from nails and hooks on the picture rail, though Dolly and Lizzie’s best frocks were on coat hangers, and their coats hung behind the door.

Stretched out, and with her hands behind her head, Ellie watched Lizzie getting ready to go out. Of all her sisters she liked Lizzie the best, but they still argued. Lizzie was twenty and quite nice-looking. She had pencil-thin eyebrows, blue eyes and full Clara Bow lips. Her mousy hair was cut in a short straight bob and coloured with henna.

Dolly was nineteen but looked and acted a lot older, and she and Ellie didn’t get on at all. With her short bobbed dark hair and dark eyes, Dolly also had plucked eyebrows and bow-shaped lips. She tried to look like Gloria Swanson, the siren she admired at the pictures, and she even bound a scarf round her chest when she went out, to look flatchested like her. Both the older sisters liked to be seen in  the latest fashion but couldn’t afford much, and spent many hours altering the secondhand clothes they got from the market. They cut out the sleeves and necks of old frocks, and shortened the skirts. They bought scarves and wound them round their dropped waists. Ellie thought they were very clever, the way they could make something out of nothing, though often rows would break out if one took something that belonged to the other.

Ellie turned on her stomach and stared at Lizzie. ‘I like your new cloche hat.’

‘Yer, it’s nice. I was a bit worried about the colour, wasn’t too sure about biscuit but the old dear on the stall said it was the latest fashion.’

‘Lizzie, how can you afford so many clothes when you ’ave to give Mum all your wages?’

‘I don’t ’ave that many, and don’t forget they all come from the secondhand stall at the market.’ Her sister scooped up the contents of her handbag from off the bed and bundled them back in.

‘Lizzie, do you manage to keep back some of your wages?’

‘Yer, but it takes time to get in with the wages clerk.’

‘But. . . how . . . ?’

‘Me and Dolly told him a sob story about our mum keeping all our wages, so he give us some extra wage packets. That way we fill ’em ourselves, and keep a few bob back.’

Although Ellie nodded, she wasn’t sure that she believed her.

‘Right, I’m off.’ Lizzie stood up and grinned. ‘Got something else for you to think about.’

‘What?’

‘Well, I’ll be glad when Sunday’s ’ere.’

‘Why?’

‘Me and Dolly’s gonner get a dressing table.’

‘You are? When?’ Ellie sat up.

‘On Sunday morning. A bloke we know from work’s  getting rid of it, so ’e’s bringing it round on a barra. I don’t fink it’s up ter much, but at least we’ll ’ave somewhere to put our few bits. I’m fed up with all me stuff being chucked in a bag.’

‘’As it got a mirror?’ asked Ellie enthusiastically.

‘Dunno.’

‘Who’s the bloke then?’

‘Mind yer own business.’

Ellie grinned. ‘’E your fancy bit then?’

‘Shut yer face, will yer.’ Lizzie looked towards the door. ‘Otherwise we’ll ’ave Iris making a full song and dance about it, then Ma’ll git worried in case she might be losing a pay packet.’

Ellie opened her eyes wide. ‘You ain’t gonner get married, are you?’

‘Shh, keep your voice down. And in answer to your question, no I ain’t, ’e’s already married, and I wouldn’t fancy him as ’usband anyway, so shut it.’

‘Married?’ repeated Ellie. She thought Lizzie looked ruffled, which was unusual for her.

‘Yer, so shut it.’

‘Where you off to ternight then?’ asked Ellie, sliding to the edge of the bed. ‘And what about his wife?’

‘That’s his problem. I’m going out.’ Lizzie patted her new hat and, putting her finger to the side of her nose, said very slowly and very deliberately, ‘See this?’

Ellie nodded.

‘Make sure you keep yours out of my business, and yer mouth shut.’

When she left the bedroom, Ellie threw herself back on the bed and laughed.

Dolly walked in a few minutes later. ‘Lizzie gorn?’

Ellie nodded.

‘That bog out there stinks. You’d fink Mum would give it a clean now and again.’

‘She reckons Dad should do it.’

‘Well, she would.’

‘Lizzie reckons you’re getting a dressing table.’

Dolly’s head shot up. ‘She told yer then?’

Ellie nodded.

‘Yer, well, Mum ’ad better not pawn it or sell it to the rag-and-bone man, otherwise there’ll be trouble.’

‘What’s this bloke like?’ asked Ellie.

‘What bloke?’

‘The bloke who’s bringing the dressing table.’

‘’E’s a bit of all right.’ Dolly smiled. ‘I’m going out with ’im.’

‘What, tonight?’ asked Ellie in amazement.

‘No, ’e’s got to go to ’is club.’

‘Is he married?’

‘What made you ask that?’

‘Dunno, just curious’ Ellie giggled. ’Is ’e?’

‘Course not.’

‘Who’s Lizzie out with tonight then?’

‘I dunno, and stop asking all these bleeding questions, I’m trying ter get ready.’ The front door slammed. ‘’Ere comes Baby Iris,’ said Dolly. ‘Don’t say nuffink to ’er about the dressing table, she’ll only go and tell Mum.’

‘But what about when you get it?’

‘Then we’ll tell ’er, won’t we?’

‘What you gonner tell ’er?’ said Baby Iris, walking into the bedroom, her blue eyes taking in the scene.

‘Nuffink for you to worry your pretty little head about,’ said Dolly, picking up her handbag and going out of the room, ruffling Iris’s fair hair as she walked past.

‘Oh you,’ said Iris angrily, smoothing down her straight hair. ‘What’s she looking so pleased about?’

‘Dunno.’ Ellie smiled.

‘Look at the state of this place. Why don’t they get married and leave ’ome?’

‘They’ve got ter find themselves a man first, and Mum won’t let ’em leave ’ome as she’ll be their money short,’ said  Ellie, picking up one of Dolly’s books.

Iris threw Lizzie’s work frock from off the bed and on to the floor.

‘Be careful with that, it could be mine next.’

‘I hate wearing other people’s left-offs. When I leave school I’m gonner find meself a good job. I ain’t gonner be a skivvy like you.’

‘I ain’t a skivvy.’

‘Yer don’t get paid much though, do yer?’

‘No, not yet.’

‘I’m gonner get a job that pays a lot of money so I can wear some decent clothes, not old patched and darned left-offs.’

‘And what if Mum takes nearly all your money; what then?’

‘I won’t be as daft as you and tell her what I get. I’ll keep some back for meself, to buy lots of nice things.’

‘She’ll know if you open your pay packet.’

‘I’ll find a way.’

Ellie opened the book. Yes, Iris would find a way, and if she didn’t Mum wouldn’t tell her off as much as she did her, and she’d probably get more to spend anyway. Ellie sighed. Like her father she always felt left out. For as long as she could remember, Lizzie and Dolly hadn’t had a lot of time for her, and her mother had never seemed to have a good word for her youngest daughter. Then when Baby Iris came along things got worse. Ellie had always been the one to run errands, cleaning for her mother and even chasing the coal cart to pick up any pieces of coal that fell off. Sometimes the coalman would kick it into the horse shit for a laugh, but Ellie would still have to collect it. She would do anything her mother wanted her to, anything, to get into her good books.

Ellie began thinking about her school days. She had loved them, the chance to bury herself in books and dream about different countries. When she had passed the big exam to go  on to the high school she’d been very proud, but despite all the arguments she’d known she wouldn’t be allowed to stay on after she was fourteen. She’d had to go out to work, and it had broken her heart. Only her father had seemed to understand how upset she was about it. But, poor Dad, there’d been nothing he could do to help, as usual.

 



Saturday morning in the tea room was always busy. The better-off women came in for their tea after they’d been shopping, and they didn’t like to be kept waiting.

Ellie rushed up to the counter with an order. ‘A pot of tea and a scone, Peg, and can you make it quick. The man said ’e’s got to catch a train.’

‘Good job for ’im the trains are running again then,’ said Peggy, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘It ain’t ’alf warm in ’ere today, ain’t it?’ Her face was red with exertion as she hurried back and forth from the bakery to the counter.

Ellie raced off back to serve another customer.

‘Miss, miss,’ the man who was catching the train called her.

‘Yes, sir.’ Much to Ellie’s relief he smiled.

‘Does the scone come with butter and jam?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘That’s good.’ He settled back with his newspaper.

‘You’re very busy,’ he said as she set his tea before him.

Ellie smiled and nodded. She noticed he had long clean fingers, and a warm smile. He was well dressed. Ellie quickly moved away. Mr Jenkins had made it clear when she first started that she wasn’t to stop and chat to the customers; not that she would know what to say, or how to speak to them.

Ellie wrote out the train man’s bill and placed it on the table. When he’d finished he carefully dabbed at the corner of his mouth with the spotlessly white linen serviette, and stood up. Ellie fetched his hat and coat.

‘Thank you, my dear.’ He smoothed down his sandy-coloured hair. It had just a light sprinkling of grey at the temples, which made him look quite distinguished. He carefully adjusted his trilby. Ellie guessed he must have been very good-looking when he was younger. ‘That was very nice. I’ll call in again.’

Ellie was clearing away the dirty crocks when she noticed he’d left her sixpence. She felt like yelling out loud. A whole sixpence! Nobody had given her a tip before, well not a proper one, just the odd halfpenny from their change if she was lucky and they couldn’t be bothered to pick it up. She looked round and quickly put the money in her pocket. Should she tell Peggy? Should she share it with her? For the rest of the day her mind was in a turmoil.

At six o’clock Ellie was taking off her pretty lace apron when she suddenly blurted out, ‘I got a tip today.’

‘Well, lucky old you,’ said Peggy nonchalantly. ‘How much?’

‘Sixpence.’

‘What?’ yelled Peggy. ‘A tanner! A whole tanner? Who from?’

‘That old boy that had to catch a train.’

‘Bloody ’ell, didn’t think ’e looked all that old.’

Ellie giggled. She thought he looked about the same age as Mr Jenkins.

‘’Is bill only come to that,’ said Peggy.

‘I know. Peg, should I share it with you?’

Peggy laughed. ‘No, course not. You earned it. ’Sides, yer don’t ’ave ter tell yer mum about it, do yer, so you’ll be able to get yer shoes a bit quicker.’

Peggy knew all about how she was saving for new shoes, and about Ellie’s mother taking most of her wages.

Ellie threw her arms round Peggy’s neck. ‘Thanks, Peg. ’E said ’e was coming in again.’

‘Don’t reckon ’e’ll be as generous next time,’ Peggy  laughed. ‘’E might make sure ’e’s got some coppers in ’is change.’

Ellie looked at the sixpence in her hand and slowly turned it over. ‘Peg, I’m gonner buy me dad some socks.’

‘What? What about yer shoes? ’Sides, you ain’t got enough.’

‘I’ve got me pocket money, and if that man’s coming back next week, ’e might leave me another tip, then I can put that towards me shoes.’

‘What if ’e don’t?’

Ellie shrugged. ‘What I ain’t ’ad, I’ll never miss.’

‘You’re a good girl,’ said Peggy with genuine affection. At closing time Ellie’s step was light as she walked from the tea room and into the small haberdashery shop.

‘The cheapest I have are one and thrupence,’ said the kind, whitehaired lady, taking a drawer full of socks from under the glass counter.

‘I’ve only got a shilling,’ said Ellie sadly.

‘Oh dear,’ said the lady, smiling. ‘I’ll tell you what, you take them and let me have the rest of the money next week after you’ve been paid. I know where you work, so you can’t run off.’

‘Oh I wouldn’t do that.’

‘I know that, dear,’ she said, putting the socks in a brown paper bag.

Ellie felt elated when she walked home. If she saw Terry Andrews now, that would be her happiness complete.

 



When she arrived home she quickly stuffed the socks into her pocket, so that her mother wouldn’t see them. She suddenly panicked. How could she explain the money when she’d told her she never got any tips? Would she stop her sixpence a week?

‘All right, gel?’ asked her father.

She nodded and looked around. ‘Where’s Mum?’

‘She ain’t back from the market yet.’

‘It’s a bit late for ’er, ain’t it?’

‘Yer, she said somefink about getting Baby Iris some shoes.’

‘What?’ Ellie exploded. ‘I want new shoes. I ’elp keep this family, why won’t she give me some money for shoes?’ Ellie could have bitten off her tongue when she saw the look on her father’s face. She fell to her knees and buried her head on his lap. ‘Oh Dad, I’m sorry, I know you can’t ’elp not ’aving a job – I didn’t mean . . .’

‘’S’all right, love. I know that. I only wish I didn’t ’ave ter rely on me gels.’ He patted the top of her head. ‘Yer ma ain’t gitting ’er new ones, just a pair off the second’and barra.’

Ellie stood up. ‘I got yer a present.’

‘What? Why? It ain’t me birfday.’

Ellie handed him the brown paper bag.

A warm smile swept over his face. ‘Socks. Socks. Oh love, what can I say?’ He suddenly looked up. ‘’Ere, where did yer git the money from?’

‘I got a tip today. Some old man left me sixpence.’

‘What?’

She smiled. ‘Don’t tell Mum, will yer. ’E said ’e’s coming back next week.’

Her father put the socks to one side. ‘Did ’e say what for?’

Ellie looked puzzled. ‘Tea and scones.’

‘Is that all?’

‘That’s all ’e ’ad this morning.’

‘You wanner be careful, gel. Don’t you go giving ’im any encouragement.’

‘What d’yer mean, Dad? I only serve ’im tea.’

‘You wanner watch old men, some of ’em can be—’

The kitchen door burst open. ‘I only ’ope that bleeding kettle’s on. Me feet’s killing me after traipsing round that market all afternoon.’

Ned Walsh quickly put the socks and paper bag into his jacket pocket.

Ellie stood up. ‘Kettle’s boiling, I’ll make the tea.’ She  took the tea caddy and the brown china teapot from the sparsely filled dresser. ‘Did you get yer shoes then?’ she asked, walking from the scullery.

‘No.’ Baby Iris’s face was thunderous.

Ellie stopped in the doorway. ‘Why’s that? Didn’t they ’ave any ter fit yer then, Cinderella?’

‘Don’t you start,’ yelled her mother. ‘I’ve ’ad enough bloody old lip from ’er. ’Urry up with that tea.’

Ellie took the kettle from the hob and went into the scullery with a smirk on her face. She knew Baby Iris would be in a foul mood all evening.

 



On Sunday morning Dolly and Lizzie were up and dressed much earlier than usual. Lizzie was looking out of the window.

‘What time’s ’e coming?’ asked Ellie sitting up.

‘Who? What yer talking about?’ Baby Iris pushed her feet down in the bed.

‘Be careful,’ yelled Ellie. ‘You wanner cut your toenails, you just scratched me.’

‘Shut it, you two,’ said Dolly joining her sister at the window.

‘What you all made up for?’ asked Baby Iris looking at her two sisters. ‘And what you looking out there for?’

Ellie left the bed and got herself dressed.

Downstairs in the kitchen her father was busy trying to light the fire. The large black kettle stood on the hob. ‘What’s all that racket in your room this morning?’ He inclined his head towards the door. ‘Don’t usually ’ear Dolly and Lizzie awake so early.’

‘You wait till you see ’em, Dad, they’re dressed and got all their make up on,’ said Ellie, excited at the thought of the dressing table coming today.

‘They going out?’

‘Don’t think so.’

‘Ellie, there’s a pot o’ dripping in the meat safe, go out  and bring it in ’ere and put it on the table.’ Ruby Walsh walked in from the scullery and plonked a wooden bread board and an unevenly cut loaf of bread on the table. ‘That’ll do you lot fer this morning.’

‘Yes Mum.’ Ellie grinned to herself as she went into the yard to get the dripping. Today was going to be very interesting. She couldn’t wait to see this Casanova both her sisters reckoned they were going out with. It would be fascinating to see which one he made more fuss of. Sparks might just fly – for a change!




Chapter 3

It wasn’t until midday that Lizzie and Dolly raced out of the front room where they had spent all the morning gazing out of the window.

‘Quick. ’E’s ’ere,’ yelled Dolly.

‘Who?’ asked their father.

‘Come and see, Dad,’ said Ellie dragging him up from his chair.

‘There’s a bloke outside with a barra,’ said Baby Iris. ‘And ’e’s got somethink balanced on it. Can’t see what it is though, it’s got an old sheet over it.’

Mrs Walsh came in from the scullery wiping her hands on the bottom of her floral overall. ‘What’s all the racket? What’s going on out ’ere?’

‘Come and see, Mum,’ said Ellie.

When they all arrived at the front door there was a lot of pushing and shoving to get out, but Dolly and Lizzie stood firm, blocking the way.

‘Move over, gels, let the dog see the bone,’ said Ned Walsh lightheartedly.

‘Bloody ’ell’ said his wife when a tall, good-looking fellow walked up to them. ‘What yer got on that there barra?’ she asked.

His smooth dark hair shone in the morning sunlight, and his thin dapper moustache gave him an air of elegance even if his shirt had a torn collar and his trousers had frayed turn-ups.

He smiled, and gave Dolly and Lizzie a wink. ‘I’ve got a nice little dressing table for the lovely ladies of Elmleigh Square.’

‘Oh yer, and where’d it come from? And how much?’ asked Ruby Walsh.

‘Fer you love, nuffink. Gonner give me an ’and then, Pop?’

‘’Ang on a minute,’ said Mrs Walsh, putting a restraining hand on the man’s arm. ‘Whose was it, and where’s it come from? And is it full o’ bugs?’

‘Now would I bring yer somefink like that? No, somebody I know was chucking it out, and your two lovely daughters ’ere, who I might add I work with, said they wanted a dressing table, so ’ere I am.’

Ruby Walsh looked at her daughters, and inclined her head in the young man’s direction. ‘What d’yer ’ave ter give ’im fer that piece a junk?’

‘I told yer, missis, a smile from ’em is enough fer me.’

Ellie laughed. She could see why both her sisters fancied this bloke, he certainly had a lot of charm.

By now most of the children in the square had joined them and were jostling for position around the barrow.

‘Where d’yer pinch that from, mister?’ shouted one of the kids.

‘We ’ad one just like that,’ said a snotty-nosed little girl sidling up to the barrow. ‘But ours ’ad a mirror on it,’ she said cockily.

‘I ain’t seen that,’ said another boy.

The little girl sniffed hard and wiped her nose along her sleeve. ‘We ain’t got it now, me dad chopped it up fer firewood.’

‘Scram,’ said the fellow as he manoeuvred his barrow towards their front door.

The kids quickly moved out of his way.

The Walshes stood to one side as the dressing table was ceremoniously brought into the house and taken up the  narrow stairs. After a great deal of struggling, accompanied by a lot of grunts and shouts, it was finally eased through the door and deposited in the girls’ room. Ellie was upset that it didn’t have a mirror, though the two pieces of wood that stuck up on top showed that it must once have held one. The top was badly stained and scratched, and hadn’t seen polish for years.

Dolly was fussing round it, and Baby Iris was creating a rumpus because she couldn’t have a drawer to herself.

‘I dunno what you’re making such a fuss about, Iris,’ said Ellie. ‘We ain’t got that much to put in ’em.’

‘Not yet I ain’t, but you wait till I start work, I’ll get plenty of clothes then.’

‘Oh, looks like we’re gonner ’ave a real live fashion model in our midst then,’ said Dolly, tipping the contents of a brown paper bag on to the bed.

‘Well I shall need more space than ’alf a drawer, just you wait and see.’

‘It’s only got three drawers. Yer bloody lucky we’re letting you an’ Ellie ’ave one between yer,’ said Dolly, carefully laying her underwear flat in the top drawer. ‘Where’s Lizzie?’

‘Still talking to that bloke,’ said Ellie.

‘Is she now.’ Dolly pushed up the window and, leaning out, called, ‘Bye, Bob, see yer termorrer. You’d better come up, Lizzie, and sort this cow out.’ She waved and smiled at Bob, then turning from the window said, ‘What’s she up to? ’E’s my bloke, I’ll kill ’er if she’s trying to get ’im to take ’er out.’

Ellie laughed.

‘Why? Yer going out with ’im then?’ asked Baby Iris.

‘Sort of,’ said Dolly.

‘Yer gonner marry ’im?’

‘Dunno yet.’

Suddenly Lizzie’s loud voice could be heard all over the house. ‘You’ve got a bloody wicked mind.’

‘Don’t you talk ter me like that,’ screeched their mother.

‘Well don’t even fink about it.’ They heard Lizzie stomping up the bare wooden stairs, then she pushed open the bedroom door with such force it banged against the bottom of Ellie and Baby Iris’s bed, making it shake.

‘What’s up?’ asked Dolly.

‘She’s worried that we ’ad ter pay for it.’

‘So, what’s it to do with ’er?’ Dolly nodded towards the door.

‘She wants ter know where we got the money from. When I told ’er it was nuffink she wanted ter know what favours we ’ad ter give Bob for it.’

Dolly sat on the bed and laughed. ‘I dunno what yer gitting upset over, chance would be a fine fing.’

‘I fink she might even be finking of pawning it.’

‘What?’ Dolly jumped up. ‘She’d better not.’

‘That’s what I told ’er.’

‘She couldn’t get it down the stairs,’ said Ellie.

‘She’d find a way. ’Sides, the bloke in the pawn shop would always come round with ’is barra, if ’e thought it was worth ’is while,’ said Lizzie, gently running her hand over the top of the dressing table.

‘What was you saying to Bob?’ asked Dolly casually.

‘Nuffink.’

‘You know I’m going out with ’im?’ said Dolly smugly.

Lizzie gaped at her. ‘No I didn’t know,’ she said coldly. ‘When did ’e ask yer?’

‘Bin out with ’im a couple o’ times now,’ said Dolly, patting the back of her hair, relishing the situation.

‘You know I’ve been out with ’im?’

‘Yer, ’e told me.’

‘And you know ’e’s married?’ Lizzie was getting more and more angry.

‘Yer, ’e told me,’ repeated Dolly.

‘You just told me you was gonner marry ’im.’ Baby Iris began to giggle.

‘What?’ yelled Lizzie.

‘I was just ’aving ’er on.’

‘The two-timing sod.’ Lizzie slammed the drawer of the dressing table shut.

‘’Ere, watch it,’ said Dolly. ‘It might fall ter bits.’

‘You wait till I get ter work termorrer, I’ll give ’im a bit of me mind.’

Dolly laughed.

‘I ’ate you, Dolly Walsh, when yer gets all cocky,’ said Lizzie, storming out of the room.

Dolly threw herself back on the bed and, with tears streaming down her face, laughed hysterically.

‘What you laughing about?’ asked Ellie.

‘’Er. Silly cow. Dunno why she’s got all upset about ’im. Everybody knows what ’e’s like.’

‘So why yer going out with ’im?’ asked Ellie.

‘’Cos ’e’s good fun.’

Baby Iris sat wide-eyed. ’Wait till Mum ‘ears about this.’

Dolly turned on her. ‘You keep yer mouth shut, d’yer ’ear? Don’t you dare breathe a word or you’ll feel me ’and round yer ’ead.’

With such a threat hanging over her, Ellie knew Baby Iris would keep quiet.

 



Monday evening Ellie raced up the stairs when she got home from work to find out what had happened to Lizzie and Dolly, and the cheeky Bob. To her surprise both her sisters were sitting on the bed laughing.

‘Well?’ she asked, looking from one to the other. ‘What did you say to ’im?’

‘Who?’ asked Lizzie.

‘Bob.’

‘Oh ’im. Not a lot. Me and Dolly decided to go along with ’im thinking ’e was being very clever.

‘We both made a date with ’im. ’E’ll be all in a stew ’bout which one ter stand up, but ’e’ll be the one wot’s stood up,  ’cos we’re going orf ter the pictures on our own.’

‘That’ll teach ’im,’ said Dolly.

‘But Dolly, I thought that you was . . .’

‘Well yer fought wrong. Come on, let’s get downstairs before Mum starts yelling.’

‘But I thought. . .’

Lizzie looked at Ellie and smiled. ‘You don’t wanner worry about it, gel. All blokes are the same, only interested in one thing, getting inside yer drawers.’

Ellie couldn’t believe the casual way Lizzie was accepting that this bloke had been two-timing them. ‘But I thought you liked him.’

‘I did, ’e was good fun, but that sort always gets their comeuppance in the end. ’Sides,’ said Lizzie grinning, ‘’e don’t know his wife come up the factory and warned us off. I’m not ’avin’ that. Now come on, let’s get downstairs.’

 



All week the dressing table was the most important thing the girls had to talk about and Bob was forgotten. By Saturday Ellie was eagerly looking forward to seeing the train man again, and wondering if she would get another big tip.

‘’E’s gonner miss his train if ’e don’t hurry up and come in soon,’ said Ellie to Peggy as she collected yet another tray of tea and cakes.

‘I told yer, you shouldn’t bank on him coming back.’

But she had, and at the end of the day was very disappointed he hadn’t been in.

‘Bet you wish you hadn’t bought those socks for yer Dad now, don’t yer?’

‘No, course not; you should ’ave seen his face.’ Ellie smiled. ‘I wish I could buy ’im lots of nice things.’

‘Pr’aps you will one day if yer ends up marrying a toff.’ Peggy laughed. ‘Right, come on, home you go.’

But Ellie couldn’t help feeling dejected when, as she took her week’s sixpence into the haberdashery to pay off the  threepence she owed on the socks, her shoes seemed to be getting further and further away.

After the day’s disappointment Ellie was thrilled when she turned into Elmleigh and almost bumped into Terry Andrews. They stood on the pavement staring at each other for a few moments. Ellie felt her face flush, and smiled so much her mouth hurt.

‘’Allo Terry,’ she managed to blurt out. ‘Don’t see much of you these days.’

He lowered his head. ‘Well, I don’t go out much. Mum ain’t ser good.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

He stood kicking his overlarge boots against the wall. Ellie wanted him to say something, but he remained silent.

‘Couldn’t we go out for a walk sometime? I could buy you a cup of tea.’ As soon as she spoke Ellie felt she could have bitten off her tongue. Girls didn’t ask boys out. But then, she was desperate for his company.

Terry looked up, his dark brown eyes full of feeling. ‘I’d like to Ellie, but well, you know how it is.’

She nodded.

‘I’d better be off.’ He hurried away.

Ellie stood for a few minutes watching him, feeling ashamed at what she’d said. When he turned the corner she suddenly realized that almost every Saturday night when she came home from work about this time, she saw him. Did he have a job? No, he couldn’t have, he looked too scruffy. Unless he wore a uniform like her. Next Saturday she would ask him outright why he didn’t want to go out with her.

Ellie walked on across the square, and was surprised when Dirty Molly called her and beckoned her over.

‘Sit yerself down, Ellie.’ She patted the iron seat. ‘Yer turning out ter be a nice-looking gel. I’ve seen all the shenanigans what goes on round ’ere, but you’ve always behaved yerself.’

Ellie smiled and thought to herself, She wouldn’t think so  if she’d just heard me trying to get Terry to take me out. She sat next to her. ‘What do you want, Molly?’

Molly looked around cautiously, then back to her dog, and began fondling his head. ‘Don’t let yer muwer see yer talking to ’im.’ She inclined her head in the direction Terry had taken.

‘Why?’

‘She ain’t got no time for his muwer, had a big row they did, some years back; well, it was more of a fight. Nasty, don’t ’old with women fighting. Right ’ere, it was.’ She pointed to the ground. ‘Yer muwer was carrying on like a raving loony, kicking and shouting. Reckon that’s what made Mrs Andrews—’ Molly quickly looked at Ellie.

Ellie was suddenly intrigued. ‘My mum and Mrs Andrews? What over?’

‘It ’appened many years ago. Shouldn’t ’ave mentioned it.’ Dirty Molly looked uncomfortable.

‘What was it about?’

‘Dunno, you’d better ask yer muwer.’

‘I bet you do. Anyway if it ’appened years ago, what’s that got to do with me talking to Terry?’ Ellie was beginning to get annoyed.

‘Just telling yer, gel. Just be careful.’ She paused. ‘See yer got a nice piece o’ furniture last Sunday. Let’s hope yer mum don’t git rid of it like she ’as everyfink else.’

‘We ’ad to eat when we was little.’ Ellie knew she had to defend her mother, but her mind was still on what Molly had said.

‘Yer, I know, gel. The way that Lizzie was flaunting ’erself at that bloke, she should be ashamed of ’erself. And as fer wearing those short skirts, well I dread ter fink what ’er and your Dolly gits up to. Wasn’t like that in my young days.’

‘Lizzie and Dolly are very fashionable.’

‘That’s as may be, but it ain’t right young gels showing orf their legs like that, gives a man all sorts o’ ideas.’

‘Is that all you’ve got to say?’ Ellie stood up.

‘Remember what I said. I don’t fink yer mum would like yer ter go out with young Terry, yer know.’

‘What? I ain’t going out with ’im.’ Ellie knew her face was going red again.

‘Not yet you ain’t, but. . .’

‘’Sides, it ain’t none of your business what I do.’ She moved away.

‘Just be careful, gel.’ Dirty Molly held her dog closer. ‘Seen it all, ain’t we Ben?’

Ellie walked away, flustered. Silly old fool, what was she on about? Still, she would have to try and find out what the fight was about. Perhaps her dad would tell her. Did Terry know?

As Ellie pushed open the front door, she realized it was unusually quiet. Lizzie, who was sitting at the top of the stairs, beckoned to Ellie, and putting her finger to her bright red lips, pursed them into a silent shh. But Ellie had only got one foot on the first wooden stair when the kitchen door flew open and her mother’s loud voice yelled out.

‘Where d’yer fink you’re going? Get in ’ere at once, yer lying little cow!’

Ellie was bewildered. What had she done? Had she been seen talking to Dirty Molly? But surely that wouldn’t bring this about; and she couldn’t have been seen talking to Terry. Besides, what was wrong with that? She had known him all her life. Her mind was racing as she walked along the passage to the kitchen.

Her father was sitting with his head in his hands. He looked up. ‘I’m sorry, love.’ It was a sad, pathetic little voice.

Ellie’s dark eyes flashed from her mother to her father. In a split second she noticed the empty beer jug in the hearth. Suddenly her mother brought out of her overall pocket the pair of socks.

‘Well?’ The socks were pushed into Ellie’s face.

‘I bought ’em for Dad, ’cos ’e didn’t ’ave any.’ Ellie tried  to sound grown up and confident, but she was physically shaking.

‘And where did the money come from?’

‘Some man gave me a tip.’ Ellie’s voice was barely above a whisper.

‘So, yer bin telling me lies all these weeks?’

‘No.’

‘How many more tips yer ’ad and not told me about?’

‘None, honest, that was the first one.’ Ellie could have bitten off her tongue. Why didn’t she say she’d saved up for them. Had her father told her mother about the tip?

‘Oh yer, I should coco. Honest? Yer don’t know the bloody meaning of the word. So yer reckon it was the first one? How much did ’e give yer?’

‘Sixpence.’

‘A tanner, and yer reckon yer bought yer dad some socks fer a tanner?’

‘I put some of my money with it.’

‘Oh very nice. Pull the other one, it’s got bells on it,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Seems I’m giving yer too much spending money, if yer got it ter waste on socks fer ’im.’ She jerked her thumb towards her husband.

Ellie hung her head. What was the use? She knew her mother would never believe her. Why didn’t her dad say something to defend her?

‘Right, ’and over what yer got terday.’

Ellie’s head shot up. ‘I didn’t get any.’

‘Don’t tell me lies.’ A hand flew out and struck Ellie a mighty blow round the head. Her teeth rattled.

‘I said ’and it over.’ Mrs Walsh grabbed Ellie’s long dark hair and pulled it back till tears filled her eyes.

‘Ruby, stop it.’ Her father was on his feet.

Mrs Walsh pushed him back in the chair. ‘You can sit down, yer worthless bit o’ flesh.’

The kitchen door burst open and out of the corner of her eye Ellie saw her three sisters standing in the doorway, their  faces drained of colour. Ellie couldn’t move her head as her mother was still hanging on to her hair. Tears ran down her face.

‘Stop it, Mum. Ellie ain’t got no money.’ Lizzie moved closer.

‘O yer, and how d’you know?’

‘She would tell yer.’

‘Like she told me last week?’ Mrs Walsh flung Ellie across the room. ‘You’re all the bleeding same. I ’ave ter work ’ard to keep this place, find the rent and coal money and feed yer. No wonder I took any bits worth anyfink up the pawn shop. D’yer fink I enjoyed it? Do yer? As fer you, yer miserable bit of shit – even the army didn’t want yer. And when you did ‘ave a job and a few bob you used ter come and go as yer pleased, out with any old tom while I ’ad ter stay ‘ome and look after this lot.’ She waved her arm at the girls, who were standing open-mouthed. ‘Now you lotter earning a bit I fink I’m entitled to it, and if yer don’t like it, then sod off, the lot of yer.’

The door slammed so hard when she left the room that Ellie thought it would fall off its hinges.

‘Now look what you’ve done. More bloody trouble. What d’yer wanner go and buy ’im socks for, yer silly cow?’ shouted Lizzie.

‘I wanted to,’ sobbed Ellie.

Lizzie turned angrily on her father. ‘And it wouldn’t ’ave hurt you to ’ave got off yer arse and helped ’er.’

‘I’m sorry, gel. I . . .’

‘Sorry, sorry, you ain’t sorry, only for yourself.’ Lizzie’s blue eyes were flashing with anger.

‘What’s Ma bin on?’ asked Dolly flippantly.

Their father picked up the empty beer jug. ‘’Ave yer got a couple o’ pence ter get this filled up again? It might calm ’er down.’

‘I ain’t got any,’ said Dolly.

‘And don’t look at me,’ said Lizzie.

‘I ’ave,’ said Ellie. ‘I didn’t get any tips,’ she added quickly. ‘It’s the sixpence Mum let me keep yesterday. I’ll go up and get it.’

Ellie felt utterly miserable. This was all her fault. Why hadn’t she realized how hard it had been for their mother to bring them up? She had been so busy feeling sorry for herself. Ellie remembered how when she was small, and before Baby Iris was born, her mother had sat night after night darning and altering her sisters’ clothes by the dim gaslight. Her dad never seemed to be in regular work. If only their mother had told them how hard things had been; talked to them. Dolly and Lizzie always said it was because she liked a drink or two that she pawned anything she could get her hands on, but that hadn’t always been true.

In the bedroom Ellie sat on the bed. Should she go and say she was sorry? Would it help? And what did her mother mean when she said their dad was out with any old tom? Perhaps it was because she was angry with all of them that she said those sort of things. Ellie took one of the sixpences she kept wrapped in paper, from an old wage packet that now sat in her half of the drawer, and took it downstairs. The least she could do was use her money to buy her mother a drink; it might help to heal the rift. She would have to wait a while longer for her new shoes.




Chapter 4

Sunday was miserable. Everybody was frightened to talk, and made sure they kept out of their mother’s way as much as possible. All day Ellie tried hard to say something nice to her mother, but she wouldn’t listen; even when Ellie was doing her best to apologize she was pushed away. Her father just sat in his armchair and looked dejected. Ellie couldn’t understand; if he had stood up for himself all those years ago, what had happened to make him change so much? Was it because he had been out of work for so long that he’d lost heart? When Ellie looked at the faded photograph of their wedding, so long ago, they seemed happy enough. What had gone wrong?

But at least Ellie’s sisters didn’t blame her for their mother’s outburst, although they made it clear she had been daft to spend her money on the socks. That evening all four girls sat in their bedroom discussing it.

‘How did yer reckon ’e was gonner wash ’em without Mum knowing?’ asked Lizzie.

‘What makes yer fink ’e’d ever wash ’em?’ laughed Dolly.

‘I didn’t think about that,’ said Ellie.

‘Well you wouldn’t would yer, yer daft cow,’ said Dolly, filing her nails.

‘Now pr’aps you’ll learn ter use yer loaf a bit more. I told yer, yer gotter be crafty.’ Lizzie sat on the bed next to her sister. ‘Lend us yer nailfile, Dol.’

‘No, get yer own.’

‘You two still seeing that Bob?’ Baby Iris suddenly asked her sisters.

‘Course, we work with ’im, daft cow,’ said Lizzie. ‘The two-timing sod.’

Dolly said nothing.

‘What about you, Dolly?’ Baby Iris wasn’t going to let it rest.

‘Not since I found out ’e was married. Ain’t no future in that.’ Dolly didn’t sound very convincing.

Baby Iris laughed out loud. ‘That was a laugh, ’im going out with the both of you at the same time. You must be daft.’

‘Leave it out, Iris,’ said Lizzie.

‘I reckon that’s very funny. You wouldn’t catch me going out with me sister’s bloke.’
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