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A big hello to my readers and friends


I hope all is well in your world.


There is a treat in store for you with When Wishes Come True. It’s a little different from my other books, but I promise you will love it. Our heroine is a young girl who will capture your heart, as she has mine.


With a mother who shows her no love and thinks she is a cut above their neighbours, Milly’s life is far from perfect. Then she is befriended by the woman next door and her two mates, who bring love and laughter into the young girl’s life. There are a lot of surprises ahead for Milly, her new friends and for my readers. I suggest you hurry through your housework, make yourself a cup of tea, choose the most comfortable chair and put your feet up. But don’t forget to have a box of tissues handy. I went through two while I was writing this book.


Take care.


Love


Joan




Chapter One


1925


‘Just look at this one, walking up the street as though she owned it.’ Aggie Gordon was standing on the bottom step of her two-up-two-down house, talking to her next-door neighbour, Rita Wells, when she saw a familiar figure turn into the street. ‘Miss Hoity-Toity … she gets on my bleeding nerves!’


‘Ah, come on, Aggie, she doesn’t do us any harm,’ Rita said. ‘I don’t know why yer feel so strongly about her, she can’t help it if she’s down on her luck. She’s in the same boat as all of us, without two pennies to rub together.’


Aggie pulled a face and folded her arms under her bosom. To say she was well endowed in that department would be understating it, she was enormous. ‘Aye, but we don’t all walk down the street with our noses in the air, do we? Stuck-up madam! She wants taking down a peg or two. And if she ever looks sideways at me, I’ll clock her one.’


Rita turned her head to see a slim, attractive young woman who walked with a straight back and an air of confidence. She’d lived in one of the houses opposite Rita and Aggie for a few years now, but hadn’t made any friends. Her seven-year-old daughter Amelia wasn’t allowed to play with the other children in the street either, which caused most of the neighbours to say the woman was a stuck-up cow who thought she was too good for the likes of them. ‘If she wants to keep herself to herself, Aggie, then that’s up to her, she’s not hurting anyone. It’s the young girl I feel sorry for, she hasn’t got one friend in the street. She’s a nice little thing, too!’


‘How d’yer know that when she’s not allowed to speak to anyone ’cos her bleeding mother thinks we’ve all got fleas?’ Aggie shook her head and her many chins danced. ‘Ye’re daft, you are, Rita Wells, yer never see the bad in anyone.’


‘While you, Aggie Gordon, are never happy unless yer’ve got someone to pull to pieces. Yer haven’t spoken more than ten words to Mrs Sinclair, but yer can’t stand the sight of her. I’m glad I’m a friend of yours, ’cos I’d sure as hell hate to be an enemy.’


Aggie’s head wagged from side to side, sending her layers of chins flying in all directions. ‘And why haven’t I spoken more than ten words to Her Ladyship? Because every time I see her she looks down her nose at me, as though I’m a bad smell.’


‘That’s probably because she knows ye’re always pulling her to pieces. Yer’ve got a voice like a foghorn, Aggie, they should use you when there’s a fog over the Mersey to guide the ships in. Unless Mrs Sinclair is deaf, she must hear yer calling her fit to burn and wonder why. The poor woman lost her husband in the war so yer should have some pity for her, having to bring her daughter up on her own. She’s never done you or me no harm, so for heaven’s sake leave the woman alone and pick on someone who can stick up for herself.’ Rita chuckled. ‘Me, for instance, ’cos I could hit yer back.’


Aggie’s laughter was loud. ‘You! I could knock yer into the middle of next week with just one of me fingers.’


At that moment the woman who was the target of Aggie’s criticism happened to turn her head before inserting her key into the lock. When she saw Rita nod her head, she nodded briefly in return before opening the door and stepping inside. Once the door was closed behind her, Evelyn Sinclair leaned back against it and sighed. How she hated this mean little house in the mean little street, where most of the neighbours were coarse and vulgar. Particularly the little fat woman opposite, whose language was that of a fishwife. The only person in the street she ever had any conversation with was the woman next door, Bessie Maudsley, and on the odd occasion she had exchanged nods with Rita Wells opposite.


Evelyn pushed herself away from the door and hung her coat on a hook in the tiny hall before entering the living room. There, she pulled out one of the wooden chairs from the table and sat down. With her chin cupped in her hands, she took a deep sigh. Just looking around the room filled her with despair. There were no mirrors on the walls, no pictures, and no ornaments on the bare sideboard. When she went into the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea, she would find the pantry almost bare. It wasn’t because she was lazy, and spent her days gossiping like a lot of the women in the street. She had found herself a job in the office of a firm of solicitors in the city centre, and worked there five hours for four days a week. But her job was really a junior’s: running errands, making cups of tea and filing the correspondence of the two solicitors who shared the practice. The wages were low, barely enough to pay the rent on this house and buy what food she could to feed herself and Amelia. New clothes were out of the question, and a fire in the grate a luxury.


Evelyn dropped her head into her hands. What a far cry this was from what she had been used to. Then, as she often did, she closed her eyes and let her mind go back over the years to when she was nineteen. She was an only child, and lived with her parents in an eight-roomed house. Her father ruled her and her mother with a rod of iron. She wasn’t allowed to invite friends to the house, nor accept invitations to visit theirs. But on her nineteenth birthday her father reluctantly agreed that she could go to an afternoon tea dance to celebrate, on the understanding that she was to refuse any requests from strange men to take to the dance floor. She had thought how stupid it sounded to say she could go to a dance but must not take part, but daren’t voice her thoughts or she would have been sent up to her room and told to stay there until Father said she could come down for her meal. So she promised she would not dance, and that she would be home by six o’clock. She would have promised him anything, just to get out of the house and be able to act her age.


Her office friend, Gwen, had loving parents, and as a result was more sure of herself and more outgoing. When they met up that Saturday afternoon, she linked Evelyn’s arm and grinned. ‘First day of freedom, eh?’


‘Hardly a day, Gwen, it’s two o’clock now and I’ve to be home by six.’


‘You’ll not set any hearts on fire in that dress, Eve, it’s positively old maiden auntish! Have you nothing more glamorous in your wardrobe?’


Evelyn shook her head. ‘You don’t know my father, he’s so old-fashioned. I’m lucky to be here at all, never mind worrying about my dress.’


‘Then I’m going to put powder, rouge and lipstick on your face, and I’ll do something with your hair. Otherwise you’ll never be noticed.’


So the Evelyn who walked out of the ladies’ powder room of the Adelphi Hotel was very different from the one who’d walked in. Not that she wouldn’t have attracted many a roving eye without the make-up because she was tall and slim with dark brown hair, enormous brown eyes and a flawless complexion. But whether it was the make-up or not, the friends barely had time to sit at one of the small round tables before a man appeared in front of them, his hand outstretched, and addressed Evelyn.


‘May I have this dance?’


She looked scared. She was about to stutter that she had never been to a dance before when Gwen said, ‘Of course you may, my friend would be delighted. Go along, Evelyn, I will be all right, I can see some of my friends waving to me.’


So Evelyn, for the first time in her life, found herself in the arms of a man. And what a handsome man he was! Tall, slim, well dressed, with jet black hair and laughing eyes that were constantly changing colour from hazel to dark green. When he spoke his voice was that of a well-educated person and very pleasing to the ear. ‘Are you always so shy? You don’t have to be afraid of me, I won’t eat you.’


‘I’m not afraid of you, I’m afraid of standing on your toes! You see, I’ve never been to a dance before and I’m nervous in case I make a fool of myself.’


‘No one as beautiful as you could possibly make a fool of themself.’


And that was how their romance began. After the dance was over and Evelyn could see Gwen was with company, she agreed when her partner asked her to sit with him at another table. She may as well make the most of this opportunity, she thought, there may never be another. When he asked she told him her name, where she lived, and about the father who was very strict but who provided a nice comfortable home for her and her mother. Then the man, oozing confidence and looking at her with more than interest in his eyes, told her his name was Charles Lister-Sinclair. With a smile, he said, ‘I work for my father who is far from strict and keeps me in the lap of luxury. He is also very generous in allowing me as much free time as I wish. So I hope to see much more of you in the very near future.’


Because she was smitten, Evelyn took a chance and arranged to meet him in her lunch hour the following Monday. She had never dared defy her father before, but she did so want to see Charles again, and if she had to tell lies to do so, then so be it. When she met up with Gwen in the cloakroom later, she was so excited the words poured from her mouth. ‘I’m meeting him on Monday, Gwen, and he’s taking me to lunch. I find it unbelievable I’ve met such a handsome and charming man on my first day of freedom!’


Gwen raised her eyebrows. ‘You do know who his father is, don’t you?’


‘No, except that Charles said his father spoiled him.’


‘You are so innocent, Eve! Don’t you know anything about the social life of this city? Charles is one of the most sought-after, eligible young men in Liverpool. There are literally dozens of mothers chasing him for their daughters. He would be quite a catch for any girl, with his good looks and charming manner, quite apart from the fact that his father is one of the richest men in the city.’


Evelyn gaped. ‘He never said! Except that his father was good to him.’


‘No, he wouldn’t brag about his wealth, that’s what is so refreshing about him. Not like some of the young bloods I’ve met at parties who think because their families are well heeled they should be welcome in any virgin’s bed.’ Gwen grinned when she saw the look of horror on her friend’s face. ‘Don’t worry, Charles isn’t like that, he’s a perfect gentleman. And if you can hook him, Eve, then you’ll be the envy of every young female of marriageable age, and that includes myself.’


‘I didn’t know you knew him? You never said when he came over to ask me to dance.’


‘I’ve seen him around many times, even been to parties where he’s been a guest, but I wouldn’t profess to know him well enough to introduce him. Anyway, it’s time for you and me to go our separate ways, so I’ll say “Sweet dreams”, and I shall look forward to hearing what happens on Monday. I presume you will not be telling your father?’


‘You presume right, Gwen, I’m not going to say a word. If I did, I wouldn’t be allowed out of the house.’


Sitting at the dining table later with her mother and father, Evelyn was praying that her father would question her about the dance. But it was her mother who, unknowingly, came to her aid. ‘Were there many at the Adeplhi, my dear? Do tell us what type of person freqents these places?’


Evelyn nodded. ‘Yes, quite a few people, Mother, and some of the dresses on the young ladies were absolutely delightful.’ She saw the familiar frown crease her father’s forehead and hoped her little plan would work. ‘I only knew Gwen, of course, but she did introduce me to one of her male friends.’ She turned her head. ‘I wonder if you know the Lister-Sinclairs, Father? Gwen said they are a very well-known family.’


The frown disappeared like magic, and his eyes widened in surprise as he lowered his knife and fork. ‘I don’t know them personally, but everyone locally has heard the name. They are a very well-known family, wealthy and much respected in the business world. Cyril Lister-Sinclair has many interests, and is probably the richest man in the city of Liverpool.’ He coughed behind one curled fist before asking, ‘And the son was at the dance, you say?’


‘Yes, Father, and seemed very personable.’ Evelyn could tell her father had taken the bait. ‘Quite friendly with many of the people there.’


Herbert Wilkinson looked across at his wife. ‘Perhaps I have been doing our daughter an injustice, Gertrude, by not allowing her to attend these dances. Don’t you agree?’


‘Oh, yes, Herbert, now we know the cream of local society attends them, we can rest assured she is in good company. Would you like to go next Saturday? If your father gives his permission, of course.’


Evelyn’s plan was working beautifully. She had bargained on this being the reaction from her parents, who were both tight with money and would be delighted if their daughter married a rich man. ‘Oh, I don’t think I want to go again, Mother, I would feel like a poor relation. You see, I couldn’t compete with the fashionable dresses and high-heeled silver shoes all the ladies were wearing. I really felt like a wallflower in this drab dress, and wouldn’t want to go through that again.’


‘Oh, I’m sure that, under the circumstances, and because we want you to mix in the right circles, your father would give you an allowance to buy suitable clothes. We can’t have our daughter looking less attractive than the other ladies. Aren’t I right, Herbert, when I say you will give Evelyn an allowance for some new clothing?’


‘Of course, my dear.’ Herbert Wilkinson was what you would call a sombre man who seldom smiled, and had never been known to laugh aloud. But right now he was positively beaming. He had a good job and was well paid, but he was a greedy man; not content with being well off, he wanted to be wealthy. And now, perhaps, through his daughter and her newfound connections, he could well find himself on the way to riches and social acceptance. ‘When we’ve finished our meal we can discuss what is needed so that Evelyn can mingle with the best in society as an equal.’


True to his word, if against his better judgement, Herbert handed over four white five-pound notes. That it pained him to do so was obvious from the length of time he held on to them before Evelyn finally whipped them out of his hand. ‘I need at least two dresses, Father, I’d be ashamed to wear the same one week after week. Then there are silk stockings, shoes, a band to wear around my forehead and some jewellery …’


‘Your mother has plenty of jewellery you could make use of. It’s only lying in a box on her dressing table, it would be an absolute waste of money to buy more.’


‘I’ll see, Father, when I go to the dance on Saturday. I will take more notice of what is in fashion then, but meanwhile I can get advice from Gwen. She is very up-to-date on fashions as she attends many dances and parties.’


And so Evelyn’s social life began. She had never known such freedom and, dressed to kill, was thoroughly enjoying herself. Wherever she went, Charles Lister-Sinclair went too. They saw each other every day and visited each other’s houses. Herbert Wilkinson and his wife made a great fuss of Charles, but on visiting the Lister-Sinclairs, Evelyn found that while Charles’ father was friendly with her, his mother was distant and didn’t even try to hide the fact that she wasn’t pleased with her son’s choice. When Evelyn mentioned this to Charles, he laughed and said any girl he took home would not be made welcome by his mother who doted on him. Her only child, she wanted to keep Charles under her wing until he was older, and only then would she find a suitable wife for him. Evelyn continued to be pleasant to Mrs Lister-Sinclair. It didn’t bother her that her friendliness wasn’t reciprocated because she knew Charles was besotted with her, as she was with him.


A rattling against a pane of glass in the window brought Evelyn down to earth. It took her a few seconds to get her thoughts together, then she jumped from her chair. This was her daughter home from school and she hadn’t even thought about what they were going to have for a meal. It wouldn’t be much because there was nothing in the house.


‘I’ve been knocking for ages, Mother.’ The seven-year-old girl hadn’t inherited many of her mother’s features, but she had learned to copy her expressions and mannerisms. ‘I was beginning to think you had gone shopping or were working late.’


‘I was tired after a busy day, Amelia, and must have dropped off to sleep. I’ve nothing in for our tea because all I have in my purse is a sixpenny piece, and that has to last until I get my wages on Friday.’


Amelia knew they were poor, her mother was always telling her so, and it made the young girl too old for her years. She didn’t worry, though, because all the girls in her class at school were poor, and some of the boys in the street had no shoes on their feet. ‘I could go for a pennyworth of chips, Mother, and we could make sandwiches with them. We could do the same tomorrow, that way your sixpence would last until Friday.’


‘You need bread to make sandwiches, dear.’ Somewhere at the back of Evelyn’s mind a little voice was telling her she shouldn’t burden her young daughter with their money worries. But another little voice, a trouble-maker, was saying that if Amelia had never been born then Evelyn would still be living a life of luxury, being waited on hand and foot by servants. And it was this voice that made her so bitter inside because her life had been reduced to living in this two-up-two-down house, with no money for the fine clothes she was used to. Not even enough to buy food or provide ha’pennies for the gas meter. So she found it hard to feel any sympathy for the little girl who wouldn’t remember the good times, and who, if she was allowed, would be happy to associate with the common-as-muck people in their street.


‘You could try the baker’s, they usually sell it off cheap when it gets near to closing time. It’s probably bread from the day before, and stale, but it would be filling and better than nothing. Perhaps you could get a small loaf for a penny, and with a pennyworth of chips we could make sandwiches and keep the hunger at bay.’


‘Ooh, that’s a good idea, Mother, I’ll go there first.’


Evelyn passed the small silver coin over. ‘Keep tight hold of that, in case you lose it. And if any of the women in this street are in the baker’s, don’t let them hear you asking if they have any stale bread. Come out of the shop and wait outside until they’ve gone. I don’t want the whole street to know our business.’


‘Yes, Mother.’ Amelia placed the silver coin in the centre of her palm and closed her fingers over it. ‘I’ll keep tight hold of it. And if there’s no one in the shop that I know, I’ll give the woman behind the counter a big smile when I ask if they’ve any stale bread. You never know, Mother, I might get a large loaf for a penny if I’m nice to her.’


‘Make sure you speak correctly, and don’t run down the street, it isn’t ladylike.’


‘Yes, Mother.’ The girl turned towards the door. She was mixed up inside because the other children at school made fun of her for talking so ‘posh’. She didn’t know about the children in this street because she wasn’t allowed to play with them.


As soon as the door closed on her daughter, Evelyn held her head between her two hands and she went back to her memories of days gone by.




Chapter Two


It was 1914 when war with Germany broke out, and Charles wanted to join the Army right away. He said it was the duty of every able-bodied man to fight in defence of his country. He wouldn’t be persuaded by Evelyn not to be hasty, but much to her relief Mr Lister-Sinclair pulled a few strings and Charles was classed as being involved in important war work. He wasn’t happy about it, thinking he would be thought a coward, but gave in to his father’s wishes and his mother’s tears. So he and Evelyn continued to enjoy dances, theatres and eating out in the best hotels. Charles still had feelings of guilt, though, and every time he saw a man in uniform felt like a coward. He couldn’t live with that. So when the war had been raging for eighteen months, without telling his parents first, he enlisted in the Army. With his education and background, he entered as a Captain and was sent for training in a camp just north of London so was able to get home regularly. Then, after a few months, he came home on a three-day pass to tell his parents and Evelyn that talk in the camp was rife that they were being sent overseas very soon, and he didn’t know when he would see them again.


Cyril Lister-Sinclair showed no emotion, but there was fear in his heart for his son. Every day there was news of thousands upon thousands of young men being killed. As for Charles’ mother, she wailed uncontrollably, and as there was nothing Charles could tell her that would calm her, he took Evelyn’s hand and they stole away to find somewhere quiet and peaceful where they could have some privacy. This was impossible in either of their homes, so Charles suggested they take his car and drive out to one of the nearby country lanes. There was little petrol in the car because it was very hard to come by, but he felt sure that what he had would take them a few miles.


Dusk was falling as they sat with their arms entwined, wondering if they would ever see each other again. Charles rained kisses on Evelyn’s face and promised to write to her every day, but that was little comfort to her, and tears trickled slowly down her face. ‘Don’t cry, my dearest darling.’ Charles pulled her closer. With her body pressed against his, he could feel a stirring inside him. He tried to resist the urge, but need took him beyond the point of no return. Evelyn was taken by surprise at first and tried to pull away, but the thought that in a few days he would be going off to war caused her to cease her resistance. If she spurned him now, he would go away thinking she didn’t love him, and she couldn’t bear that.


When his passion was spent, Charles was full of remorse. ‘Oh, I am so sorry, my dearest, what have I done to you? I have disgraced myself and am so ashamed I throw myself on your mercy. You will forgive me? Remember, I love you so much I couldn’t help myself. But we’ll get married on my first leave, I promise. In fact, I travelled up today with another officer and he told me he was getting married tomorrow by special dispensation. Apparently if a soldier is being sent overseas, he and his fiancée can be married by special licence …’


‘But I can’t get married so quickly,’ Evelyn protested. ‘I haven’t a wedding dress to get married in!’


‘My darling sweetheart, you don’t need a wedding dress to be married in a registry office! All you need are two witnesses, and I’m sure that will be no problem.’ Charles was warming to the idea. ‘I’ll drive you home now and ask your father for your hand in marriage. If he gives his consent, I’ll go and tell my parents. My mother will probably have a fit of the vapours and faint, and I don’t think Father will be too pleased. I’m sure both of them would like a big, extravagant, high-society wedding for their only child, but I’ll remind them there is a war on and many people are doing things they wouldn’t normally do. I’ll bring them around, I always do, then I’ll meet you in the city centre tomorrow and buy you the engagement and wedding ring of your choice.’


Evelyn’s parents were delighted. What a feather in their cap for their daughter to have landed such a good catch! And they didn’t mind at all that the wedding was going to be a registry office affair, for, as Charles said, there was a war on. When their future son-in-law had left to break the news to his own parents, Mr Wilkinson was so full of good will towards his daughter he pulled her chair nearer the grate and, taking the tongs from the companion set, placed three extra pieces of coal on the fire before rubbing his hands with glee.


However, the news wasn’t so well received at the Lister-Sinclairs’ home. As Charles had predicted, his mother reacted by falling back in her chair and lifting the back of one hand to her forehead. Her other hand was holding a fine, soft linen handkerchief edged with lace, which she waved at her husband while in a tearful voice demanding her bottle of sal volatile fearing she would faint. With a deep sigh, Cyril rang for the maid. He loved his wife, but did wish she had some backbone instead of always behaving like a child. He wasn’t too pleased with the news his son had brought either, having always thought that when his only child married it would be the wedding of the year in their social circle. But the sight of Charles looking so handsome in his Captain’s uniform, and the knowledge that in a few days his beloved son could be facing the enemy, was enough for him to keep his views to himself.


‘Father, would you make some enquiries on how to go about obtaining a dispensation and special licence?’ Charles asked. ‘You’re so much better at getting things done quickly than I am. And I’m meeting Evelyn in town tomorrow to buy the rings.’


Cyril nodded. ‘I’ll make a few phone calls in the morning and get what information I can. But you will only have two full days, and I can’t imagine having the necessary papers completed in that time.’


‘Two days and a half, Father. My train doesn’t leave until one o’clock on Thursday.’ Both men turned their heads at the tinkling of the silver bell which Mrs Lister-Sinclair kept on her side table. They watched the maid enter the room, and heard her being told her mistress would like to retire as she was feeling quite light-headed. When his wife had left the room, leaning heavily on the maid’s arm and sobbing as though her heart was breaking, Cyril asked if there was anything else he could do to help his son.


Charles leaned forward, resting his clasped hands on his knees. Gazing down at the floor, it was a few seconds before he spoke. ‘This is frightfully forward of me, Father, and I would understand if you refused. But I would be so grateful if you would buy a house for Evelyn and me, as a wedding present. While I’m away she could be making it into a home for when the war is over and I’m back with her again. I really would like to know we had a place of our own, it would give me something to look forward to.’


Cyril was thoughtful for a few seconds, then sighed. This was a far cry from what he’d wanted for his son. ‘I know there are one or two suitable houses empty in Princes Avenue. This confounded war has caused many people to move to the country. If that’s what you want, I will certainly set the wheels in motion. You know I love you dearly and would move heaven and earth to make you happy. Everything I have will be yours eventually, and I’ll be so proud when you take over the reins.’


‘Thank you, Father, you are very kind and I admire and love you in return. When the time comes for you to retire – which I trust will not be for a very long while – I will do my best to make you proud of me. But if meanwhile you could settle Evelyn in a house, and look after her welfare, it would take a weight off my shoulders.’


Again Cyril was thoughtful for a few seconds before saying, ‘I will purchase a house, furnish it, and make sure Evelyn has everything she needs. But I do think it would be best if I had my name put on the deeds. Only as a precaution, in case you came home and found you didn’t like the house. You would have no ties to the property then and could look for another you think you would be happy in, and where you would like to raise your children.’


Charles lowered his head to hide the flush of guilt. ‘Thank you, Father.’


So the following day, while Charles and Evelyn strolled down Church Street towards the jeweller’s, their arms linked and their eyes gazing lovingly at each other, Cyril Lister-Sinclair was trying to arrange their wedding. After many phone calls, and taking advantage of his standing in the city, he managed to extract promises that the papers needed would be ready at five-thirty on Wednesday. Then, making a telephone call to the registry office, he was told they were booked solid for the whole week. However, when he mentioned his name and used a little persuasion they agreed to fit his son and fiancée in at half-past-eleven on the Thursday morning. No amount of coaxing would make the registrar’s secretary change her mind about this. There were so many servicemen wanting to be married, she had to be fair to them all. Mr Lister-Sinclair was lucky she’d managed to fit his son in at all.


Charles didn’t let his disappointment show, for he knew he was lucky being able to marry before going back to camp. But it would give them only an hour and a half in which to get married and then head for the train station where he would catch the one o’clock train. There was no time to invite friends or even let them know, and both sets of parents declined to attend on the grounds that the whole affair was too rushed. Charles’ mother said wild horses wouldn’t drag her there because it was so degrading that a son of hers was being married in a registry office – oh, the shame of it! And when the Wilkinsons heard the Lister-Sinclairs were not attending, they made the same excuse. If Charles’ parents had been going, they would have jumped at the chance of meeting the man who would soon be almost like family to them, and who they were hoping would help them up the ladder to social acceptance and wealth.


So the young couple were married with Evelyn’s friend Gwen, and Oscar, a friend of Charles, acting as witnesses. They made a handsome bridal pair, with Charles looking handsome in his Captain’s uniform and Evelyn in a fashionable short beige coat, a lighter beige cloche hat, and carrying a posy of flowers. It was a quarter-past twelve when they came out of the registry office, leaving them tight for time. Charles hailed a taxi and they reached the station with just enough time for last embraces, tearful kisses and vows to love each other for ever. Then Evelyn, accompanied by Gwen and Oscar, was waving goodbye to Charles through the steam and noise of the train taking him away.


Charles’ father kept his promise to his son, and two weeks after the wedding Evelyn received a telephone call from her father-in-law asking her to meet him at the house in Princes Avenue which he felt sure she would like. And he was right, because she loved the wide avenue, with its three-storey red brick houses. The one he’d bought was handsome with an imposing entrance hall and a wide, curved staircase. Magnificent furniture graced the rooms on the first two floors of the house. What excited Evelyn the most, was that this was her means of getting away from her grasping parents. Cyril said he would give her a very generous monthly allowance and would also pay for the services of a live-in maid as the house was far too big for her to live in alone. In the days that followed, Evelyn had never been so happy in her life with her newfound freedom and very comfortable life style. The allowance from her father-in-law was three times what she’d earned at the office, and as he paid all the bills, too, she saw no point in working and gave in her notice.


Gwen was the only visitor to the house, for Evelyn discouraged her parents from visiting. But she didn’t feel lonely, she revelled in the unaccustomed luxury and in being waited on by the maid, Eliza. Charles had been gone eight weeks, and although he had written to her from the camp before his unit was shipped out, she hadn’t heard from him since. She wasn’t particularly worried because Gwen had told her letters were taking months to get through, and because Evelyn was so content with her life of luxury, she gave little thought to anyone but herself and how lucky she was. Until the morning she experienced a feeling of nausea, followed by vomiting. It was only then she thought back and realised she’d missed the last two periods.


She took to her bed, telling Eliza she had a headache and would ring if she needed her. That she was with child she never doubted, but she didn’t want a child, not now when she was enjoying the good things in life. Then, gazing up at the decorative ceiling in the huge, richly furnished bedroom, an idea formed in her head. She didn’t want a child, she didn’t feel in the least maternal, but perhaps that was the very thing that would make her mother-in-law warm towards her. If Evelyn was carrying her son’s child, surely they would become closer – friends even? Of course they would, a grandchild would put a different complexion on their relationship. Feeling light-hearted in anticipation of now being taken into the bosom of the wealthiest family in Liverpool, Evelyn slipped her legs over the side of the bed and reached for the telephone on the ornate bedside table.


With the ear-piece in one hand, she was ready to dial when she gave a low cry and quickly changed her mind. Her face drained of colour, she sat back on the bed. How could she tell Charles’ parents she was expecting his baby when officially they had never slept together? And she couldn’t lie to them about it because they knew the young couple, with their friends, had gone straight from the registry office to the train station. Evelyn would have lied through her teeth if it would have got her out of this trouble, but no amount of lying would help her now. It was all Charles’ fault, she should not have let him have his way with her. Her temper high now, Evelyn had no one to take it out on but the maid. So she pulled on the velvet bell cord. When Eliza entered the room she was ordered to draw the curtains as her mistress had a headache, then she was to fetch up a pot of strong tea.


It was Gwen who first remarked on Evelyn’s expanding waistline and fuller face. ‘Would I be right in saying someone has been doing things no respectable woman should?’


Evelyn’s face turned crimson, but she tried to talk her way out of an embarrassing situation. ‘Are you not forgetting I’m a perfectly respectable married woman?’


‘Come off it, Eve,’ Gwen drawled. She was quite happy to see her friend looking uncomfortable because she was tired of hearing how rich the Lister-Sinclairs were, and how wonderful life would be when Charles came home, and how they would always be giving lavish parties. ‘Don’t forget it’s me you’re talking to, and I know you too well to fall for any balderdash. If you are pregnant, then Charles can’t possibly be the father. So come on, out with it, who have you been dallying with?’


Evelyn knew it would be no use pretending, she was in trouble no matter which way she turned. ‘It is Charles’ baby! I was stupid for allowing him to have his way with me before we were married.’ She had the grace to blush. ‘I felt sorry for him with him being sent overseas, and now I don’t know which way to turn. I never see my parents, which is the way I want it, but what am I going to say to my father-in-law when he comes? He’s due any time now with my monthly allowance, and you were quick enough to notice so he’s bound to.’


‘I imagine you’ll meet some hurdles, Eve, because how can you prove it’s Charles’ baby? Mrs L.S. doesn’t like you to begin with, so she’s bound to cause problems.’


‘Charles will soon put them straight when he comes home. And I hope that’s soon because it’s very embarrassing for me. Do you think I should explain to my father-in-law when he comes, tell him the truth? Or should I wear something that doesn’t make it obvious and hope that the war will soon be over?’


Gwen shrugged her shoulders. ‘That’s up to you, Eve, I can’t advise you.’ She got to her feet. ‘I’ll have to go, I’m off to a cocktail party with Oscar. His parents are almost as wealthy as the Lister-Sinclairs, but I don’t think I’ll be letting him have his wicked way with me. Not until I have a wedding ring on my finger.’ She swaggered towards the door. ‘You take care, darling, and I’ll call next week for the latest news.’


Evelyn eyed her coldly. She would have expected at least some show of sympathy or helpful suggestions from her friend. ‘I’ll let Eliza show you out.’


When her father-in-law called a few days later, Evelyn was wearing a loose dress, and as Cyril passed the money over without making any comment, she thought her weight gain had slipped his notice. He never stayed long to chat so there was nothing unusual in his making an excuse not to sit down. But as Evelyn followed him down the wide hall, she ventured to say, ‘I’ve been expecting a letter from Charles, I thought I would have heard by now.’


He turned to face her. ‘Any letters, or correspondence of any kind, would come to me. You see, when Charles joined up, he wasn’t thinking of getting married and put me down as next-of-kin. There has been no word from him since he left, but I will inform you if there is any news.’ He reached the front door, smiled at Eliza who was holding it open for him, then placed his hard high hat on his head and walked down the path to where a horse and carriage stood waiting for him. Without a backward glance he climbed into the carriage and gave his groom instructions to move away. His mind was very disturbed on the journey home as he hadn’t failed to notice the loose-fitting dress which wasn’t his daughter-in-law’s usual style. That combined with the filling out of her face were signs of a woman with child. But it couldn’t be, he was being bad-minded. However, in the weeks that followed doubt niggled at the back of his mind. If she was with child, it couldn’t be his son’s. She must have cheated on Charles.


Cyril waited another four weeks before calling on Evelyn again with her allowance. The door was opened by Eliza, whose usual smile was missing. The girl looked uncomfortable. ‘The mistress asked me to apologise for her absence, Mr Lister-Sinclair, but she is feeling unwell and has taken to her bed. But she did say you could safely leave any messages with me and she would see you next month.’


Cyril stepped into the hall and handed his hat and gloves to the wide-eyed maid. ‘Tell your mistress I insist upon seeing her, and will wait in the drawing room. And please ask her not to keep me waiting as I have another appointment.’ The maid did a little bob, placed his hat and gloves on the huge carved hallstand and scurried up the stairs while Cyril made his way to the drawing room. He didn’t have long to wait for Evelyn was afraid of displeasing him. As soon as she walked through the door he knew his fears were well founded. Despite her loose-fitting dress, the filling out of her breasts and face were a sure sign. Although Evelyn had a large silk handkerchief trailing from her hands, it couldn’t hide the swell of her stomach or the apprehension in her eyes.


‘I won’t beat about the bush, I have an appointment and can’t stay long.’ Cyril nodded to the hands vainly trying to cover her stomach. ‘I think you have some explaining to do. It is very obvious you are carrying a child, and it is also obvious my son can’t be the father. So I think an explanation is in order.’


‘But it is Charles’ baby!’ Evelyn lowered her head in shame as she told him what had happened three nights before she and Charles were wed. ‘I am telling the truth, Mr Lister-Sinclair, and Charles will verify that when he comes home. I should not have succumbed to his advances, I know that now, but he was going away so soon I couldn’t deny him.’


Cyril reached into an inside pocket and brought out an envelope which he placed on the table. ‘I will continue to pay you until my son comes home. If you are telling the truth I will be saddened by the actions of both of you. If you are telling lies, I will have no pity for you or your child, and you will leave this house as you entered it. There would be no further allowance and no further communication between you or any member of my family. I won’t, for the time being, discuss the present situation with my wife as she is longing for her son’s return and I will not add to her worries.’ He nodded curtly and walked towards the door. ‘I will in future hand the envelope in to Eliza. I will not enter this house until my son comes back from the war. If you take my advice, you will be more frugal with your money for the time being, and save what you can. The day might not be far off when you will have need of it.’


Evelyn was afraid now of a time coming when all this wealth and comfort was snatched away from her, so she became miserly with money. If she was thrown out of here she would have nowhere to go, her parents would disown her. But still she clung to the hope that the war would end soon and Charles would come back home and put things right. However, it wasn’t to be. When she was seven months pregnant, Cyril came to tell her he’d had a telegram from the War Office to say Charles had been killed in battle. ‘As I told you, Charles had put my name down as next-of-kin, and that is why the telegram was sent to me. My wife is absolutely distraught and I must get back to her.’


‘But what about me?’ Evelyn cried. ‘It is his child I’m carrying, you’ve got to believe me! You can’t throw me out on the street, not in my condition.’


‘You may stay until the baby is born, then you must look elsewhere for a house. Anyone could be the father. Please send a note a few weeks after it is born and I’ll come and check that you have made arrangements to move. I might possibly allow you to take some of the smaller pieces of furniture and other items. Send the letter with Eliza and impress upon her that she must not hand it over to anyone but myself.’ With a curt nod, Cyril was gone.


When Evelyn went into labour she would have been lost if Eliza hadn’t run for her mother, who had delivered several babies in the street where they lived. Evelyn had not dared attend a hospital, nor had she booked the services of a midwife. All because of her pride, in case word had gone around that the woman calling herself Mrs Lister-Sinclair was carrying another man’s baby.


She may have been unlucky in many things, but she struck lucky with Eliza and her mother. They were very efficient, and the mother in particular seemed to know exactly what to do. Evelyn was in labour for only five hours, there were no complications. She screamed throughout the birth. Afterwards there was relief on her face, but no thanks on her lips. She was used to being waited on by now and could not see why she should thank a servant who was being paid to look after her. Eliza’s mother didn’t like her at all, thought she was a proper snob, but because she was her daughter’s boss, she kept these thoughts to herself. Besides, she was being paid a pound for delivering the baby and that would keep her family for a week. So as she placed the baby in Evelyn’s arms, she kept her voice pleasant. ‘What are yer going to call her, Mrs Lister-Sinclair? Have yer got a name for her?’


‘I’ve always liked the name Amelia, so that’s what I intend to call her.’


Eliza, who would have loved to cuddle the baby, said, ‘Oh, that’s a nice name. She’ll get called Milly at school.’


Evelyn nearly bit her head off. ‘Her name is Amelia, and woe betide anyone who calls her Milly.’ She looked down into the child’s wrinkled face, then pushed the sheet aside. ‘Take her away now, I’m quite exhausted and wish to rest.’


Eliza’s mother was named Dora, and right now Dora was looking at Evelyn with disgust on her face. ‘That baby needs to be put to yer breast. It needs feeding.’


‘Feed a baby?’ Evelyn looked at the woman as though she’d gone mad. ‘I am not going to feed the baby. Now take her away. Perhaps tomorrow when I feel a little stronger.’


‘That baby needs feeding at once, yer can’t feed her just when it suits you.’ Dora didn’t care whether her daughter got the sack, she wasn’t going to stand there and listen to this selfish bitch. ‘If yer won’t feed her, yer’ll have to get a wet-nurse to do it or I’ll bring a doctor in to yer. I brought that baby into the world and I’ll not stand by and see it die just because you can’t be bothered. Make up yer mind before me and Eliza walk out and leave yer to get on with it. And then it would be God help you and the baby!’


One look at the angry face looking down at her had Evelyn asking, ‘What is a wet nurse?’


‘It’s a woman who has just had a baby herself, but who has enough to milk to feed another. There’s a few of them around here.’


Evelyn found this thought distasteful and shuddered. But one look at Dora’s face told her she would be well advised to take heed of this woman; the last thing she wanted was to have a doctor call. A doctor who would perhaps know her in-laws. ‘How would I go about getting one of these wet nurses, and would she be clean and decent?’


Dora shook her head. For all her posh talk, this woman was as thick as two short planks. If it wasn’t for the baby she would have walked out and left her to get on with it. She’d soon learn the hard way, when the baby began screaming with hunger. Besides, Dora wasn’t about to leave without a pound note in her hand. ‘She would be as clean and decent as you are, madam. And the need is pressing, so yer’d better make yer mind up quick.’


‘What would this person charge, and how often would she come?’


Dora wasn’t going to let this spoiled woman off lightly. If she couldn’t be bothered even to hold her new baby, let alone feed her, then she could pay handsomely for someone else to do it. She was living in the lap of luxury, while the wet nurse would be selling her milk to put food in the bellies of her family. The usual price was twopence for feeding a child three times a day, but there was nothing usual about the circumstances here. ‘It will be two pence a time, and yer’ll need her three times a day. During the night yer’ll have to feed the baby yerself, and that’ll get yer used to it. If yer have the nurse for a week, yer should be used to the baby by that time and be able to manage for yerself.’


Evelyn’s eyes narrowed. She dreaded the thought of having to feed the baby herself, but she didn’t want to part with any money to pay someone else to do it. ‘But that is sixpence a day – three shillings and sixpence for the week! Surely if the woman is desperate for money she’ll do it for less?’


Dora was really getting on her high horse now. Who the hell did this woman think she was? ‘If yer don’t like the terms, then forget it. Wet nurses are in great demand, they’re not crying out for work. So I’ll leave yer to sort something out yerself.’


‘No! I would be grateful to you if you would arrange for one of the nurses to call as soon as possible. And as I’m sure you’re wanting to get home now, I won’t keep you.’


Dora’s jaw jutted out. ‘I’m not leaving here without the pound yer owe me for delivering the baby. And the wet nurse will want paying in advance, so have the money handy.’


At the end of the second day, the wet nurse, Minnie, waited until she had the sixpence in her hand before telling Evelyn she wouldn’t be coming back. She made an excuse about someone in her family not being well, but it was a different tale when she called at Dora’s.


‘I’m not going to be treated like a piece of dirt by anyone, I’d rather starve first. God help the baby, ’cos she’s a lovely little thing and doesn’t deserve to be lumbered with a mother like that. She’s an unwanted child, that’s sticking out a mile, and will never know a mother’s love. The only one that stuck-up bitch thinks about is herself. She treats your Eliza like a slave. Sent the poor girl into town today to buy a cradle so she won’t have to have the baby in bed with her. And she wrote down on a sheet of notepaper that the cradle must be of the best dark mahogany, with carving. But what’s the good of a lovely cot when there’s no love for the baby in it? Her own flesh and blood and anyone would think it had leprosy.’


Dora nodded. ‘She’s a stuck-up bleedin’ cow, that’s what she is. But I’m worried about the child. D’yer think I should get another nurse for her?’


Minnie pulled a face. ‘That’s up to you, queen, but if yer take my advice yer’ll leave her be. Left on her own, she’s going to have to feed the baby because her breasts are full of milk and she’ll be in agony if she doesn’t. It may take her a while to realise that, I don’t think she’s got a bleeding clue about being a mother, but she’ll soon catch on when the baby’s screaming and she’s in pain. That’s when she’ll start putting two and two together.’


And Minnie was right. Evelyn hated the task, and at times hated the baby for making it necessary, but for her own comfort she fed Amelia whenever both felt the need.


Four weeks after the birth, Eliza was sent with a letter to inform Mr Lister-Sinclair. It was another two weeks before he visited, and he spent several minutes gazing down into the cradle before asking, ‘Have you been successful in finding a new house for yourself and the baby?’


‘I haven’t been out since Amelia was born, I haven’t felt strong enough.’ Evelyn didn’t want to leave this beautiful house and the allowance that went with it, so she begged. ‘Please believe that Amelia is Charles’ baby. I swear that is the truth.’


Once again Cyril looked down into the child’s eyes. They seemed to be looking straight at him. ‘This baby bears no resemblance whatsoever to my son. Not in colouring, not in one single feature. In my eyes she was conceived out of wedlock and is therefore an illegitimate child, thanks to the immorality of her mother.’


He sighed, for he was not a cruel man at heart. But he was hurting so much from the loss of his son, and this woman was adding to the hurt by tarnishing the dead man’s reputation and bringing discredit to the Lister-Sinclair name. And she had never loved his son, Cyril knew that now. His mind went back to the day he’d called to tell her he’d received a telegram saying Charles had been killed in action. She didn’t even flinch, just stared at him as though the person he was talking about was a stranger to her. No tears, no outpouring of grief, no word of sorrow for the man she had married and professed to love. She hadn’t even asked where and how her husband had been killed. Her only thought was of what was going to happen to her. She didn’t even go into mourning, wearing widow’s weeds, but was always colourfully dressed when he called. Nor had she ever expressed sympathy to him and his wife for their loss. It was as though Charles had never existed in her life. The only person Evelyn cared about was herself. No, she’d never loved his son, it was his money she’d loved.


‘I do not want this child to bear my son’s name,’ he told her now, ‘and if I find you have put Charles’ name on the birth certificate as being the father, I will take legal action against you.’ He turned, hesitating momentarily before walking away. ‘There is a property letting office in Moorfields. They are a good firm and I suggest you try them.’ He nodded curtly. ‘Goodbye.’


The next day, after feeding the baby, Evelyn left Eliza in charge and went into the city. She soon found the letting office in Moorfields and asked for information on six-roomed houses. The clerk gave her a list of addresses, saying the rent of each depended on the area in which it was situated and the condition of the property. After listening to Evelyn’s cultured voice, he recommended two that she should try first. They were in a good area, and as they were in sound decorative order, she could move in straight away.


From there, Evelyn went to order a pram to be delivered the following day. Then it was time to head for home before the baby started screaming to be fed. Once satisfied, Amelia settled down and would sleep for at least two hours, so Evelyn set off to look at the two houses. She wasn’t very happy about having to move to such a small place, but was afraid the Lister-Sinclairs could make her life unpleasant if she didn’t agree. One of the houses had a small front garden, and looking through the letter box and the windows, it seemed clean and bright. So she took the tram down to the letting office, was told the house was three shillings and sixpence a week, and was asked to pay two weeks in advance. She told the clerk she was a war widow and that her name was Mrs Sinclair. When the forms were filled in, she received a rent book and a set of keys.


Evelyn hated the house. It seemed so poky after the one she had grown used to. Nevertheless, having had to give Eliza notice, she found it impossible to clean and feed the baby, and keep up with the other washing and ironing, shopping and cooking. As she had no idea of the value of money, she bought the best of everything, even though she had no money coming in. It didn’t take her long to fritter her savings away. When she’d been in the new house a year she had to pay her first visit to a pawn shop. Over the next year, all the expensive ornaments, pictures and mirrors, brought from the house in Princes Avenue, found their way into that shop. She was too naive to realise the pawnbroker was only giving her a fraction of what the items were worth, and she would never have the money to redeem them. She lived from day to day in a dream world, thinking that somehow she would be taken back to the riches and wealth she loved so much and which she thought she deserved. She never blamed herself for her situation, it was always the baby who had ruined her life.


One day as she sat at the bare table, she thought of the empty larder and her empty purse. There was nothing left for her to pawn except the rings on her finger. She knew they were very expensive because she’d been with Charles when he bought them. The wedding ring she’d have to keep or people would think she was an unmarried mother, and common sense told her the engagement ring would be better sold to a jeweller than to a pawnbroker. It was a beautiful ring with a huge diamond in a claw setting. She had to get a good price for it because the money would have to last a long time. She couldn’t take it back to the shop it was bought from because they had known Charles. So she found another well-known jeweller’s, and for once stood her ground and refused the fifty pounds she was initially offered for it.


‘My husband paid four hundred pounds for that, and you offer me fifty? That is nonsense and you know it! I shall try elsewhere and am sure I’ll get what the ring is really worth.’


She was right, of course, as the jeweller was well aware. ‘What price were you expecting to get for it, madam?’


‘At least half what my late husband paid for it.’


The man removed the glass from his eye. ‘I’m sorry, madam, but you won’t get that from any jeweller. It is after all secondhand which lowers its value considerably. I would be prepared to give you one hundred and fifty pounds for it, which would leave me a very thin profit margin.’ He passed the ring back over the counter. ‘But perhaps you would like to try one or two other shops?’


Evelyn didn’t have time to try other shops, she’d left Amelia playing with a rag doll in her bedroom. The child was three now, and sensible for her age because Evelyn was very strict with her. She had been warned not to leave the room, and wouldn’t dare disobey her mother. They never had visitors, nor were they friendly with the neighbours. The women to either side had held out the hand of friendship to Evelyn the day they’d moved into the house, offering to mind the child while she got her furniture sorted out and was settled in. But all they had received in reply was a frosty stare, for she regarded them as being of a lower class than herself. They’d shrugged their shoulders and given up on her. Even now, after three years, she would pass them in the road without a glance. They felt sorry for the little girl because she was seldom taken out for a walk in the fresh air, even though there was a park nearby with swings which all the local children used. Except Amelia Sinclair.


‘I’ll take what you are offering, and would like to complete the transaction quickly, as I really must get home to my child.’


As Evelyn pushed the white five-pound notes into her handbag, her mind went back to the time she was getting as much money in her monthly allowance from Mr Lister-Sinclair. And she’d had no bills to pay out of it so it mostly went on clothes. She sighed as the tram came to a halt and she stepped on board. She would have to be very careful with this money, it would have to last until Amelia was old enough for school and she herself could look for work in one of the offices in the city centre. She had thought many times that she should be entitled to a pension from the Army; with Charles having been a Captain it would probably be a decent one. But she was afraid that with his father being down as next-of-kin, he would probably be notified if she put in an application. It was years now since she’d had any contact with the Lister-Sinclairs, or her own parents who had disowned her for blackening their name. Nor had she seen Gwen or Oscar, but that didn’t worry her because she’d hate them to know of her drastically reduced circumstances.


Amelia was holding the rag doll to her chest when Evelyn opened the bedroom door. ‘I’m hungry, Mother, can I have some bread, please?’


‘Yes, and I’ve got a treat for us. I bought some boiled ham, tomatoes and a nice crusty cottage loaf. And we’ll have real best butter on the bread.’ Evelyn found nothing strange in talking to her three-year-old daughter as if she were a grown-up, or that in return she was called ‘Mother’, not Mammy or Mummy. ‘I’ve also bought a cream sponge cake for dessert, so we are eating well tonight. But it’s only because it’s a special occasion, so don’t expect it every day. I’ll have to be careful with money.’


Despite her good resolutions, with money in her purse Evelyn could not resist the finer things in life, and in eighteen months the money she’d got for her engagement ring had dwindled to a few pounds – not enough to send her daughter to a high school in six months when she’d be five. The thought of any child of hers attending a corporation school filled her with despair. Neither could they stay on in this house because the rent had gone up over the years to four shillings a week, and it was such a draughty place it took two bags of coal a week to keep it warm. So once again Evelyn had to lower her sights, and was forced to move to a working-class area, with street after street of two-up-two-down houses occupied by families who were lucky if they saw a square meal once a week. There was a lot of unemployment there, dozens of men chasing after every vacancy. They would turn their hand to anything to put food on the table for their families, but life was hard and poverty was rife. Evelyn, with her knowledge of another lifestyle, hated it, and looked down her nose at everyone. The only person she felt sorry for was herself. Her misfortunes were not her fault, she decided. They were the fault of Charles for going away to war when he didn’t have to, and of Amelia for being born.


Once again a knocking on the window had Evelyn shaking her head to clear it of the memories. She pushed her chair back and, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hands, opened the front door to her daughter. There was no smile or greeting for the child, she just turned on her heels and walked back to the chair she’d vacated.


Amelia’s face was aglow as she followed her mother in, forgetting to close the front door behind her in her excitement. ‘Mother, you’ll be very pleased with me!’ She put the newspaper-wrapped parcel containing the chips on the table, plus a large tin loaf. ‘I walked up the street with Miss Bessie from next door, and she said I was very clever for getting a large loaf for a penny.’


The slap was delivered so quickly, and with such force, it shocked the young girl who looked bewildered as she let out a cry before putting a hand to her cheek. The cry of pain was loud enough for Bessie Maudsley to hear as she rooted in her bag for her front door key. Bessie was a small, wiry woman, who seemed to do everything at the double. A spinster, she’d lived alone in the house next door since her parents had both died in their fifties. She had a job as a seamstress and worked five and a half days a week. The pay wasn’t much, but there was only herself to worry about and she managed fine. She was fond of her young neighbour who, to her mind, was too old in the head for her years, and wasn’t allowed to enjoy her childhood like the other kids in the street. And if she thought for one minute that Lady bleeding Muck was going to give the girl a thrashing, she’d be in next door like a shot. So she stood with her door key in her hand and listened.


Unaware that the front door was still open, Evelyn raged at her daughter who couldn’t understand why she’d been smacked for doing what her mother had asked her to do. ‘How dare you discuss our affairs with the neighbours when I have told you so often that you must not have anything to do with them? They are not our kind and I will not let you bring us down to their level.’ Poking a finger in her daughter’s chest, she growled, ‘Now do you understand what I’m saying, or do I have to knock it into you?’


Over my dead body, Bessie thought, rushing to knock on the open door. But she remembered to be careful what she said in case young Amelia suffered for it. ‘Is everything all right in there?’


It was then Evelyn noticed the front door was still open, and hissed, ‘You stupid child, you didn’t close the door behind you!’ Then her expression changed from one of anger to one of sweetness and light which didn’t sit well on her face because it was so obviously false.


‘Oh, hello, Miss Maudsley! Of course everything is all right. My clumsy daughter here bumped into the table and hurt herself, but it was nothing serious.’


Bessie stared her out. ‘I’m sorry if she hurt herself ’cos I’m fond of yer daughter. I’ll no doubt see her tomorrow and I can ask her meself how she is.’


With that veiled warning she turned back to her own front door. She’d be keeping her eyes and ears open in future, for she wouldn’t trust that two-faced villain as far as she could throw her. Apart from thinking she was better than anyone else in the street, she had that sly look about her and obviously wasn’t to be trusted. Now Bessie didn’t care what her neighbour did, she could pretend she was the Queen of England if she wanted, it was no skin off Bessie’s nose. But when it came to a child being ill treated, well, that was a different kettle of fish. She’d not stand by and see any youngster punished when they’d done nothing wrong. She’d mention it to Rita over the road, ask her to keep an eye out during the day while she herself was at work. The queer one next door was sly and needed watching.




Chapter Three


Rita Wells happened to glance out of her front window and saw Bessie Maudsley standing on her front step with her arms folded. The table had been cleared after their meal, the dishes washed and the two boys were out playing. Her husband Reg was reading the Echo, which was a ritual with him every evening and the one luxury he had in life beside his pint every Saturday.


‘Bessie’s standing at her door watching the world go by. She’s probably glad of the fresh air after being stuck behind a sewing machine in a noisy factory all day. So, seeing as I’ve cleared up and everywhere is tidy, I think I’ll go over and have a natter with her.’ Rita jerked her head back and tutted. ‘Don’t look at me like that! Anyone would think I was Cinderella and had told yer I was going to a ball in a glass carriage, the sour face on yer. I wouldn’t care if it was a case of yer missing me to talk to, but yer never open yer ruddy mouth until yer’ve read the paper from front page to back page. All I ever see is the top of yer head, and that’s not interesting enough to keep me in. So whether yer like it or lump it, I’m slipping across to while away half-an-hour with Bessie.’


Reg lowered the paper to his knees and spread his hands. ‘I haven’t opened me flaming mouth! If yer want to go and have a talk with Bessie, then by all means do so.’ He was a tall, broad man with black hair who loved his wife and kids dearly. He had a sense of humour too. ‘As long as ye’re back in time to make me a cup of tea and put me slippers on.’


Rita patted the top of his head. ‘I’ll be back long before yer bedtime, sunshine, I’ll only be half an hour. Unless Bessie has some exciting news for me, and then yer can make yer own tea and put yer own flaming slippers on.’ She got to the door and turned with a puzzled expression on her attractive face. ‘Ay, yer haven’t got no pair of slippers.’


‘I wondered when the penny would drop.’ He gazed at his wife’s bonny figure, curly mouse-coloured hair, and round happy face. It was a lucky day when she’d come into his life. ‘Go on, love, yer deserve a break. But give us a kiss first.’


‘Pucker up then, don’t leave me to do all the work.’ Rita bent to kiss him and found herself being pulled down on to his knee. ‘Ay, now come off it, Valentino, don’t be going all he-man on me. Not when I could be missing some juicy gossip.’


‘How can Bessie have any gossip for yer when she’s been out at work all day? You and Aggie see more of the neighbours than she does.’


‘I know that, soft lad, it was supposed to be a joke. Anyway, I’m off, and I’ll see yer when I see yer.’


As Rita crossed the cobbles, she was hoping her next-door neighbour Aggie wasn’t watching through her window. She liked Aggie who had a heart of gold and was always the first to help in time of trouble. Her only fault was she couldn’t control her tongue. If there was anything on her mind, she came out with it, regardless of the consequences. If she took a dislike to anyone, she let them know in no uncertain terms. But if she took a liking to yer, she’d move heaven and earth to do you a good turn.


Bessie smiled. ‘Hello, girl, where are you off to?’


‘Nowhere, I’ve just come to keep yer company and have a natter.’ It was Rita’s turn to smile. ‘And if yer believe that, sunshine, then yer’ll believe anything! I’m here because I’m nosy. No, I’m not going to call meself nosy! Let’s say I’m curious about what was going on next door.’ She kept her voice low. ‘I saw yer going to the door, and I heard yer shouting in, but I couldn’t hear what yer said. Has Her Ladyship been up to something or were yer just being neighbourly?’


Bessie stepped back into her hall. ‘Come in, girl, before the whole street gets nosy about what ye’re doing standing on me step.’


When Rita followed her friend into the living room, she nodded. ‘Yeah, yer still keep it like a little palace. Yer should have got married, sunshine, and had a load of kids, ’cos yer’d have made a wonderful wife and mother. Still, yer know the old saying: If yer’ve none to make yer laugh, yer’ve none to make yer cry. There’s times I wish I’d never got married, even though I love the bones of my feller and the two boys.’


‘Go ’way, yer’d be lost without them.’ Bessie waved to a chair. ‘Sit down and take the weight off yer feet.’ She sat down opposite. ‘This is to go no further, girl, especially to Aggie. Not that I’ve anything against her, she’s a good mate, but yer know she can’t keep a thing to herself. And knowing how she feels about Mrs Sinclair, this would be right up her street. So, least said, soonest mended.


‘Anyway, I walked up the street this evening with young Amelia, who was really excited ’cos she’d gone to the baker’s and they’d let her have a stale loaf for a penny. God love her, she said her mother would be very pleased with her.’ Bessie shook her head sadly. ‘Her mother was pleased with her all right … so pleased she gave her a smack across the face that I could hear as I was looking in me bag for the door key. So yer can imagine it must have hurt the poor lass if it was loud enough for that. Anyway, Her Ladyship mustn’t have known the front door was open, and gave the girl down the banks for telling the neighbours their business. It went something like this.’ Bessie put on a posh accent, looking comical as her mouth did contortions. ‘“How dare you discuss our affairs with the neighbours when I have told you time out of number that you must not have anything to do with them? They are not our kind and I will not let you bring us down to their level. Now do you understand what I’m saying or do I have to knock it into you?”’


Rita gaped. ‘Well, the cheeky sod! There isn’t a woman in the street who isn’t a better person than she is. They mightn’t have much money, and their clothes might be threadbare, but by God, they love their kids. They have a happier life than poor Amelia, ’cos it’s sticking out a mile her mother has no love for her.’ She tutted. ‘The cheek of the woman to say we’re on a lower level than her! Who the hell does she think she is?’


‘I was blazing meself,’ Bessie said, ‘but because I thought she might give the girl another smack, I kept me face all innocent like when I knocked and asked if everything was all right. And yer wouldn’t have thought she was the same person, she was all smiles then. Well, what passes as a smile for her. I think a good belly laugh would kill her! Anyway, I felt like having a real go at her, the two-faced so-and-so, but I thought better of it because of the girl. I wouldn’t want to get her into more trouble. The queer one made an excuse, said her clumsy daughter had bumped into the table and hurt herself. Well, as I’ve told yer, I didn’t want to cause any bother because I could hear the child sobbing. I was as polished as Her Ladyship, said I hoped her daughter hadn’t hurt herself badly but no doubt I’d see her tomorrow and could ask her then meself how she was. That was by way of a threat, and I hope it sank in ’cos I’d be in there like a shot if I thought the kid was being ill treated.’


‘D’yer think she’s all right in the head?’ Rita asked. ‘I mean, what makes her think she’s better than any of us? Oh, I know she talks and acts posh, but that could all be put on! If she’s from monied people, she wouldn’t be living in a two-up-two-down, would she? I’ve always thought there was a bit of a mystery about her, ever since she moved into the street. I wouldn’t say that in front of Aggie, I always stick up for the woman when me mate’s pulling her to pieces, but I can’t help thinking there’s something weird about the airs and graces she puts on. And she wants reporting for the way she treats her daughter. The poor kid has no fun at all, she’s missing her childhood years.’ Rita let out a deep sigh. ‘God knows, they’re not children for long, they should be allowed to enjoy every minute of it while it lasts. And playing rounders or tag or going on the swings doesn’t cost nothing, so why doesn’t Mrs Sinclair let Amelia be her age and play out with the other kids?’


‘I haven’t got no answer for yer, Rita, ’cos I’ve spent hours trying to puzzle her out meself. The clothes she wears are years old, but yer can tell they were very expensive when she bought them, and she does look after them.’ Bessie gazed up at the ceiling before coming to a decision. ‘I’m going to tell yer what I know about her, but yer have to give me yer word that it isn’t repeated to anyone, not even your Reg, although I know men don’t tittle-tattle like women.’


Rita made a cross on her chest. ‘On my honour, sunshine.’ A smile crossed her face. ‘Anyway, me and my Reg don’t spend our time in bed telling tales, we’ve other things on our minds.’ The smile became a chuckle. ‘And it’s not what ye’re thinking either, Bessie Maudsley. Our conversation before turning our backs on each other usually consists of me asking him what he’d like for dinner the next day, and him telling me to blow the candle out.’


‘Yer’ve got a good man there, Rita, he’s one of the best in the street. But let’s get back to Her Ladyship next door. You won’t have noticed this because she always uses the back door but she’s forever on the cadge. It’s bread, tea or milk, things like that, and it’s usually twice a week. It’s been going on since the week she moved in, and she doesn’t come herself, she sends Amelia. I got fed up with it after a while, thought she had a bloody cheek and felt sorry for the kid who looked terrified. So when I was asked to lend them sugar one day, I wouldn’t give it to the girl, said I’d carry it for her and give it to her mother myself. I followed her up the yard and into the kitchen. That’s how I came to go in the house and found she had little in the way of furniture but what she had was pure solid mahogany, the likes of which you and I would only ever see if we walked up Bold Street and looked in the windows of the posh shops there. She’s only got a couple of pieces, mind, but enough for me to think that somewhere along the line she’s known a better life.’


Rita leaned forward, her eyes wide and her voice angry. ‘Are yer telling me that she’s been borrowing off you all these years? You, who has to work hard to keep yer own head above water? She’s got some nerve, she has. All la-di-dah, but she sends her kid out the back way to scrounge off yer?’


Bessie shook her head. ‘Not now she doesn’t, girl, ’cos the day I took the sugar to her, I told her straight that anything she borrowed must be paid back, in full, every Saturday when she’d her wages. So, while she still borrows, I make sure I get it back. If I didn’t, I’d tell her to find herself another sucker. But I’m fond of Amelia, she’s a good kid with a lovely nature.’


‘It’s a shame,’ Rita said. ‘The kids all make fun of her because of the way she speaks, and there’s nothing she can do about that now. I know it’s not her fault, but yer can’t blame the other kids because she’s different from them.’


‘Nobody is blaming them, girl, certainly not me. But before I go and put the kettle on to make us a cuppa, let’s finish off the business with next door.’ Bessie laced her fingers together. ‘Now all the information yer’ve had off me tonight came with a price attached. I’ve never told anyone before, and you know, girl, I’m not a gossip. But I told you because I want a favour off yer, and that is, will yer keep yer eye out for Amelia? I know yer can’t see right into their living room, and I know her mother won’t let her play out, but with yer living opposite yer might just see something that makes yer think the girl is being badly treated. And if yer do, I want yer to tell me. Oh, I know it’s none of my business, but the kid has nobody else with her welfare at heart so I intend being a busybody and keeping an eye on her. Obviously I can’t do it while I’m at work so that’s why I’m asking you to do it as a favour for me.’


‘Of course I will, particularly now I know that woman’s capable of hitting the child for nothing. She certainly wouldn’t get away with it if I saw her. I’m on nodding terms with her, much to the disgust of Aggie, so I might try and take it a bit further, to where we pass the time of day. I’m not saying she’ll co-operate, or that we’ll become bosom pals, but it’s worth a try. In any case, I’ll keep an eye out, sunshine, yer have my word on it. And now, if it’s not asking too much, will yer go and put that ruddy kettle on? Me tongue is hanging out!’


Next door, Evelyn was still seething. Betrayed by her own daughter! Now everyone in the street would know their business and be laughing because they were living on stale bread. She had worked hard to teach Amelia how to act like a lady, to enunciate her words and be careful not to associate with the poorer class of people who lived in the street because one day they would be back where they belonged, with people of their own class. She never told her how or when this would happen, and would never admit to herself that it was only a dream. She was so wrapped up in herself, it hadn’t occurred to Evelyn that while she could keep Amelia away from the children in the street, she had no control over her during school hours. Never once had it entered her head that, for all her teaching and dire warnings, she couldn’t control every one of her daughter’s waking moments. Nor had she sensed that her child was very confused and unhappy. She was forced to have one personality at home to please her mother, then to become someone different at school. The one she attended was for the children of working-class parents, some of them living in abject poverty, and Amelia quickly learned she must speak like them if she didn’t want to be pushed around and laughed at. At school she spoke with a working-class Liverpool accent, while at home she spoke as her mother wished her to.


Now and again, in her head, Amelia questioned her mother’s attitude towards her. She knew Evelyn wasn’t the same as the other mothers in the street, who hugged their children as they set off for school, and laughed as they played games with them. She wouldn’t say what she thought out loud because it would only bring forth a tirade from her mother, but inwardly she wondered why she was never kissed, or loved like all the other children. She did try to do everything she was told so her mother would love her, but no matter how hard she tried, she never received a word of praise or affection. Young as she was she knew this wasn’t fair, and wished she was allowed to mix freely with other children instead of having to be careful of every word that came out of her mouth.


‘Well, young lady, are you going to apologise?’ Evelyn bent to poke the girl in the chest. ‘I want you to say you are sorry over and over again until I say you may stop. Now do as I say.’


The injustice of it brought tears to the back of Amelia’s eyes. ‘But I haven’t done anything wrong, Mother, so I don’t understand. I only did as you asked, why should I be punished for it?’ She rubbed the cheek that was still tender from the smack she’d received. ‘You hurt me.’


‘Don’t you dare answer me back! If you continue to disobey me then I shall have no alternative but to smack you again. And I can assure you it will hurt you much more this time. Now, I want to hear you saying you are sorry.’


Amelia had never answered her mother back, nor questioned anything she was told to do. But a little demon in her head was telling her now that if she didn’t stick up for herself she’d never be like the other children in the street. ‘Miss Bessie thought I was very clever, and I think I was too! I told her you would be pleased, and she said she would be if someone got her a loaf for a penny.’


The mention of their neighbour’s name had a sobering effect on Evelyn. She relied on Miss Maudsley to help her out when she was desperate, without a penny in her purse. And she hadn’t forgotten the little woman’s remark about seeing Amelia herself tomorrow, and asking her daughter if she was all right. But she wasn’t going to give the child the satisfaction of seeing her weakening or she would soon become out of control. ‘I am tired – too tired to argue. So instead of the chastisement I had in mind, I will instead send you up to your room where you will stay until the morning.’


Amelia was glad to get out of the room and away from a mother she could no longer understand, and who, more and more, was beginning to frighten her. So she took the stairs two at a time. Instead of going into her own little room, which was at the back of the house, she entered her mother’s and went straight to the window to look down on the street where boys and girls were playing, shouting to each other and having a fine time. Oh, how she wished she could join them. She pulled aside the net curtain for a better view, just as one of the boys on the opposite pavement looked up. He stared at her for a while, then smiled and waved. There was no return smile or wave because Amelia had quickly dropped the curtain. She would really be in trouble if her mother knew she was looking out of the window, never mind having one of the street children smiling and waving at her. But when her mother didn’t come running up the stairs to give her another ticking off, the fear subsided and Amelia felt a warm glow. That was the first time since she’d lived in the street that one of the other children had smiled at her. Mostly, when she was going and coming home from school, a gang of girls would walk behind her and shout and make fun of her.


Stepping over the floorboards she knew would creak, Amelia made her way to her own bedroom and lay on the bed staring up at the ceiling, which was badly in need of attention. It had once been white, but now was a dirty colour, with cracks everywhere and plaster peeling off and falling like snowflakes on to her bed and the lino-covered floor. But although she was staring at the ceiling, she wasn’t seeing it. She was thinking about the boy who had waved and smiled at her. He lived opposite, next to the house where the fat woman lived. The woman her mother said was the most common, ill-bred person it had ever been her misfortune to meet. But Amelia thought the woman looked a warm and happy person, who always had a smile on her face. She did talk loudly but there was no harm in that. It didn’t matter how noisy you were, if you had a smile on your face. The boy’s mother was nice, she always let on when she saw Amelia. There were two boys. The one who had waved was the smallest, so he must be the youngest. He was a big lad, though, and Amelia guessed he’d be about nine or ten. They were lucky to have such a nice mother who was always hugging them, even in the street.


Amelia sighed. She was seven now, but it was her birthday in a few weeks and then she’d be eight. Not that her mother would even mention her birthday, she never did. Not even a card to celebrate a new year of her life. She’d never had a birthday party, never even been to one because she wasn’t allowed to have friends. Another deep sigh. If she ever got married and had children she’d love them to bits, would always be hugging them and kissing them better when they hurt themselves. But that was a long time off, and until she was old enough to look after herself she’d have to put up with the life she had.


It was Evelyn who opened the door to Bessie the following day. ‘I’ve just called to see if Amelia is better? You know, after the accident she had?’


‘Oh, she’s fine, Miss Maudsley, a storm in a tea cup. She banged herself, but she was as right as rain half an hour later.’


Evelyn was standing four-square in the centre of the step, and Bessie thought, Oh, aye, she doesn’t want me to see the girl. Which only made her more determined. ‘Let’s have a look at her then, I’m not going to eat her.’


Grinding her teeth, and wishing she was in a position to tell this nosy little woman to go away and stay away, Evelyn called, ‘Amelia dear, come and say hello to Miss Maudsley.’


‘Hello there, sweetheart,’ Bessie said. ‘I was expecting to see yer in bandages, like a wounded soldier. But yer look fine to me, as pretty as a picture.’ She raised her eyes to Evelyn. ‘She seems to get taller every time I see her. How old is she now?’


Amelia saw her chance and took it. ‘I’m seven now, Miss Bessie, but in three weeks I’ll be eight.’


Bessie pretended to look surprised. ‘Well, I never! It’s my birthday in three weeks as well! What date is yours on?’


A smile lit up Amelia’s face. She knew she had an ally in their neighbour. ‘Mine’s on the eighteenth, when’s yours?’


‘I don’t believe it! Talk about coincidence isn’t in it! Mine is on the eighteenth, too! Except, of course, I’m forty odd years older than yer. Well, well, how about that!’ Bessie beamed at a very irate Evelyn. ‘Ay, would yer let Amelia come to me for a birthday tea? Just her and me, like, for a little celebration. I’ve never got anyone to celebrate me birthday with, being on me own, so if yer’ve no objection, Mrs Sinclair, can I expect her to come to mine for tea on the eighteenth? It would give me something to look forward to, and I can make some fairy cakes and jelly creams.’


Evelyn was trying to think up an excuse for refusing, but Amelia could see how her mother’s mind was working and begged, ‘Please, Mother, say I can? I’ve never been out on my birthday before.’


Afraid of any more home truths coming from her daughter, Evelyn gave in. ‘Just this once, Amelia, and only because it’s Miss Maudsley.’


Bessie kept the smile on her face, but inside she was thinking that this woman must think she was stupid if she expected her to fall for that. There was no way she would have agreed to the request if she’d had nothing to hide. She was a queer one, all right, but now she’d agreed to Amelia having a birthday tea with her neighbour, then that’s how it would be. Mind you, she’d had to tell a white lie because her birthday was months away. But to see the pleasure on the girl’s face was worth the prayers she would say in bed tonight.


Reg Wells watched his wife run her hand over the maroon chenille cloth she’d just put on the table. There was an affectionate grin on his face as he saw her stand back, her head tilted, to run a critical eye over the cloth and make sure it was perfectly straight before taking a glass bowl from the sideboard and setting it in the middle of the table. ‘Yer should have been in the Army, love, yer’d have made a good sergeant.’ He himself had served a year in the Army when the war was on, and was one of the lucky ones who’d come home. ‘Mind you, ye’re nicer-looking than any sergeant I’ve ever seen, and yer don’t put the fear of God into me.’


‘It’ll take me a while to figure out if that was a compliment or an insult.’ Rita tapped her chin with one finger and looked thoughtful. ‘Is it a compliment to say I’m nicer-looking than a man, and that I’d have made a good sergeant? Oh, I need help from another woman on that, so I think I’ll nip over to Bessie’s and ask what she thinks.’


‘Over to Bessie’s again! Why don’t yer take yer bed over there?’


‘It’s yer own fault, sunshine, yer asked for it.’ Rita turned her head to hide a smile. ‘If yer’d said I was nicer-looking than any woman yer’d ever seen, well, I think I’d have been suggesting we had an early night in bed. But being likened to a man … it’s just put me off.’


‘Excuses, excuses! Ye’re a fine one for wriggling out of things, Rita Wells. But if this nipping over to Bessie’s for a natter becomes a regular habit, I’ll start thinking yer’ve got a fancy man and yer make that yer meeting place.’


Rita’s head went back and her chuckle was loud. ‘I should be so lucky, sunshine! And wait until I tell Bessie that yer think she’s running a brothel, she’ll die laughing.’


Reg’s chair was creaking as he rocked back and forth. ‘Tell her if she is, love, I’ll be one of her customers, as long as I can choose me own wife to slink into one of her bedrooms with. At least I wouldn’t have to beg, or wait until yer were in the mood.’ The creaking of the chair grew louder. ‘I don’t think good-time girls ever have headaches.’


His wife pretended to be outraged. ‘Well, it just shows the way your mind works, that does. Anyway, clever-clogs, good-time girls get paid, or haven’t yer thought of that? And if yer were to pay me, well, I’d make yer the happiest man in the street. Yer’d be guaranteed to go out of this house every morning with a spring in yer step and a smile on yer face.’


Rita placed her arms straight and stiff by her sides, then spread her hands out to give a short exhibition of the dance she’d heard was all the rage in the dance halls: the Black Bottom. She’d never seen it, and was only going by hearsay, but whether she’d got it right or wrong it was enough to please her husband.


‘See how lucky yer are, sunshine, being married to a good-time dancing girl?’ She reached into the glass bowl for the front-door key. ‘Entertainment over now, I’m off to see me mate what lives across the street. I won’t stay long.’ She reached the door, then turned. ‘I’ll mention to her about her letting the house be used by women of the street – she might think it’s a good idea. If it took off, she’d soon be rolling in money and could pack her job in.’


There was no surprise on Bessie’s face when she opened the door because she’d seen her friend crossing over. ‘Come in, girl, I’ve got a bit of news for yer. But yer probably saw me talking to next door, did yer?’


Rita plonked herself on the couch, then put a hand to her heart. ‘I cannot tell a lie, sunshine, ’cos God might be listening. Yeah, I did see yer, and yeah, I’m glad yer’ve got a bit of news ’cos I could do with something to liven me day. And when I’ve heard your news, I’ll tell yer the idea my feller has for yer making yerself a bit of money so yer can retire.’


Bessie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘If he’s got an idea how to make money, why doesn’t he make some for himself?’


‘It doesn’t work like that, sunshine, I’m afraid. But you start and I’ll explain later what Reg has in mind. It won’t half surprise yer.’


‘Ooh, er, yer’ve got me wondering now. Why don’t you go first?’


‘I couldn’t stand the excitement, that’s why, sunshine, me heart would give out on me. So, off yer go.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780755390366_WhenWishesComeTrue.jpeg
When Wishes Come True






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
When Wishes
Come True








