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I dedicate this book to the many readers who have written to say how much they enjoy my books. I appreciate your letters, and hope my characters find favour with you.





A friendly greeting from Joan


Lucy Mellor is the heroine of this story, and I think you’ll love her. But leave room in your heart for the other larger-than-life characters who will have you reaching for your hankies. There is a baddie, and you’ll meet her soon enough.


Happy reading!





Chapter One



The flickering flame from the streetlamp cast an eerie glow over the face of the young girl huddled on the step of the two-up two-down terrace house. Her elbows were resting on her drawn-up knees and her two hands cupped her dirty, tear-stained face. Her eyes kept darting up and down the silent street as though anxious for the sight of someone, and occasionally her head would turn to look back through the open front door and into the darkness of the house.


Lucy Mellor let out a long sigh. She was in for a hiding now, no matter what she did. Her mam would say she should have taken herself off to bed while it was still light, instead of staying up until this time. But when she’d gone out at half-past seven, her mam had said she’d only be out for half an hour so Lucy had stayed up waiting for her. Then it had started to get dark and she was afraid to go upstairs with no one in the house. She had thought about striking a match and lighting the gas-light, but her dad had warned her about standing on a chair striking a match. She was small for her eleven years and he said it was too dangerous. And now, with the house in pitch darkness she was too afraid to go inside, never mind climbing the stairs to her bedroom.


She heard a door close nearby and Lucy quickly swivelled her legs around into the hall, hoping whoever it was would pass without seeing her. She was in enough trouble without the neighbours knowing she’d been left alone until this time of night. They wouldn’t think twice about having a go at her mam; they were always telling Ruby Mellor that she wasn’t fit to be a mother. Then the girl heard the slow slithering footsteps and knew it was old Mrs McBride who lived three doors away. She’d be on her way to the corner pub for her nightly half-pint of stout. That meant it must be nearly ten o’clock because the old woman never went until just on closing-time.


Lucy held her breath, hoping their neighbour would pass without glancing in the doorway, but the old woman had sharp eyesight.


‘Is that you, queen? What on earth are yer doing sitting there at this time? Yer should have been in bed hours ago.’ There was surprise in Aggie McBride’s voice, and her eyes narrowed when she noticed the house was in darkness. ‘Are yer all on yer own, queen? Where’s that mother of yours got to?’


‘She’s only gone out for half an hour, Mrs Aggie – I’m waiting for her.’ Lucy was used to making excuses for her mother, she was doing it all the time. ‘She’ll be here any minute now.’


Aggie huffed. This girl had the face of an angel, with thick dark curly hair framing her heart-shaped face, and green eyes as big as saucers. She was a daughter any mother would be proud of, but not Ruby Mellor. She was too fond of herself, out for a good time and to hell with everyone else. All the neighbours had her taped and not one had a good word for her. She treated her daughter like a skivvy, making her do housework, shopping and even sending her scrounging to the neighbours if she ran short of anything. But she’d gone too far tonight, leaving a child in a dark house on her own; she deserved horse-whipping. ‘Would yer like me to come in and light the gas for yer, queen? Then yer could get yerself off to bed before she comes in.’


If Lucy had been frightened before, she was now terrified. ‘No, I’ll be all right, Mrs Aggie, honest. Me mam will be here any minute now, yer’ll see.’ There was a sob in the girl’s throat. ‘Yer won’t say anything to her, will yer, Mrs Aggie? Please?’


Aggie’s temper was rising. How she’d love to give Ruby Mellor a piece of her mind. But if she did, Lucy would be the one to suffer. ‘I’ll not say a dickie-bird, queen, I promise. Anyway, yer dad will be finishing his two-to-ten shift any minute, so if yer mam knows what’s good for her, she’ll make sure she’s home by then. If he finds you still up, and nothing ready for him to eat, then the sparks will fly.’ Wrapping the knitted shawl across her arms, Aggie managed to hide the jug she was taking to the pub for her half-pint of stout. Not that she needed to hide it, everyone in the neighbourhood knew Aggie and her drinking habits. ‘I’ll be on me way, queen, before Alec puts the towels on and I miss me nightly dose of medicine. And that would be a fate worse than death.’ She began to shuffle away. ‘I hope ye’re not here when I come back, Lucy, ’cos if yer are I’m going to sit with yer and wait for that mother of yours.’


‘I won’t be, Mrs Aggie,’ Lucy said, willing the old lady to move away so she could think of what to do. She had two choices. She could brave the dark and run up to bed, or she could brave her mother’s anger. It wasn’t often that Lucy rebelled against her life, but right now she was asking herself why she should be the one to be afraid. She hadn’t done anything wrong. Her mam was in the wrong, she had no right to stay out all this time.


Lucy sighed. She knew she’d get a hiding when her mam came in. Never a day passed without her feeling the force of her mother’s hands. And yet she never did anything to deserve it. She never answered back or gave cheek, never even looked sideways. But it didn’t take much to send her mother into a temper, and she was always the whipping boy. It wasn’t so bad when her dad was in; her mother wouldn’t dare hit her in his presence. But he worked three shifts and she didn’t see much of him. If he wasn’t at work he was in bed. And she’d been well warned what would happen to her if she went running to him telling tales.


Ruby Mellor was gasping for breath as she ran up the street. She’d cut it fine tonight, and she’d be lucky if she got home in time to have Bob’s bacon sizzling in the frying pan when he came back from work. She should never have listened to the friends she’d been drinking with when they coaxed her to stay a bit longer. But she’d been flattered by the attention of Wally Brown, who kept paying her compliments and keeping her glass filled. He was a handsome man in his thirties, a bachelor who was fond of the ladies. And Ruby lapped it up, telling herself another five minutes wouldn’t do any harm. Well, she now understood that five minutes could make all the difference. If Bob got home before her there’d be hell to pay.


She reached into her coat pocket for the door key and her hand was outstretched when she realised the door was open and Lucy was standing on the step. ‘What the bleedin’ hell are you doing still up? Get in that house, quick.’ Pushing past her daughter she ran into the living room and felt on the mantelpiece for a box of matches. She struck one, held it to the gas mantel and the room flooded with light. Then she spun around. ‘What the hell d’yer think ye’re playing at, yer little faggot? Why aren’t yer in bed?’


Lucy dropped her eyes. ‘Yer said yer were only going out for half an hour, and I waited for yer. Then it got dark and I was frightened to be in the house on me own.’


Ruby swung her arm out and her open palm caught Lucy on the side of the face, sending the girl reeling back. ‘Frightened, were yer? Well, I’ll give yer something to be frightened about, yer little faggot.’


Her hand touching her cheek, Lucy could feel the tears well up in her eyes and their warmth as they rolled down her cheeks. It was so unfair, she just had to speak out. ‘It’s not my fault, it’s you what told lies. Half an hour yer said, and now it’s gone ten o’clock.’


‘Don’t you dare answer me back. And what I do has got nothing to do with you. Ye’re big and ugly enough to see yerself to bed, and I’ll make yer sorry yer didn’t.’


Neither of them had heard the front door open or knew that Bob was standing in the hall listening. It was only when Ruby reached out to give Lucy a hiding that he made his presence known. ‘Touch her and yer’ll be out in that street on yer backside before yer know what’s hit yer.’ He put his arm across his daughter’s shoulders and bent to kiss her hair. ‘Don’t cry, pet, you just take yerself off to bed while I have a word with yer mam.’


Lucy shivered. ‘I’m cold and thirsty, Dad, could I have a hot drink, please?’


‘I’ll bring yer one up when yer mam decides a man needs a meal after a day’s work. You poppy off and I’ll bring yer a cup of tea in a minute.’


After Lucy had fled without a word or a glance, Ruby’s face and manner changed as if someone had waved a magic wand. In the place of anger, there was a smile. ‘She’s making a mountain out of a molehill, the silly thing. I was busy talking in me mate’s house and didn’t realise the time. But I told Lucy to go to bed before I went out, and she should have done as she was told. Still, there’s no harm done.’ She made a move towards the kitchen. ‘I’ll see to yer supper, it won’t take five minutes.’


Bob put his cap on the sideboard. ‘You stay right where yer are until we get a few things straight.’ He didn’t speak for a while as he took stock of the woman he’d married fifteen years ago. She’d been nineteen then, and as pretty as a picture. Nice slim figure, mousy-coloured curly hair, laughing hazel eyes and a peaches and cream complexion. The woman he was facing now bore no resemblance to that happy-go-lucky girl. The mousy-coloured hair was bleached to a horrible pale yellow, the hazel eyes were hard and calculating and Ruby’s face was caked with make-up. She looked like a brazen, cheap tart, and her actions matched her looks. ‘Where have yer been from half-seven until now?’


‘I told yer, I was in me mate’s and the time just seemed to fly over.’


‘Don’t you lie to me!’ Bob’s voice was raised in anger. ‘You must take me for a right bloody fool. I can smell the drink on yer from here, and it’s not just one glass yer’ve had – yer’ve had a bellyful. And while ye’re out enjoying yerself, yer leave an eleven-year-old girl on her own in the house. And I’ll bet that yer never gave her one thought as yer sat boozing with yer cronies. What sort of a mother are yer? In fact, what sort of a wife are yer?’


Ruby tried to wheedle her way out of it. ‘It’s the first time it’s happened, Bob, so don’t get in a temper. I’ll see to yer supper now and promise it won’t happen again.’


‘Ye’re not getting away with it that easy, so you just stay right where yer are. I should have put a halt to yer gallop years ago, before yer started going off the rails. I should have done it for Lucy’s sake because she deserves a better mother than you. She’s a good kid and I’m proud of her. But I can see now that she gets more hidings off you than she does hugs or kisses. And I blame meself for that.’ He crossed the room and, putting his hands on his wife’s shoulders, he turned her around to face the mirror hanging over the fireplace. ‘Take a good look at yerself, Ruby, and see yerself as others see yer. Peroxide blonde, thick cheap make-up, a face as hard as nails and smelling like a brewery.’ He dropped his hands and let out a deep sigh. ‘You are not the woman I married, but so help me, I’m stuck with yer. And so is our daughter.’


Ruby rounded on him. ‘Who the hell d’yer think yer are, talking to me like that? Just because I like to get a bit of enjoyment out of life, instead of being bleedin’ miserable, like you. You might be happy with work, bed, the wireless and a pint on a Saturday, but it’s not my idea of a good life. I’ve no intention of being the dutiful wife, who sits knitting or darning every night, so yer can get that out of yer head. Life is short and I intend to get the best out of it while I’m still able.’


He gripped her arm and held it tight. ‘Frankly, Ruby, I couldn’t care less what yer do. If yer want to drink yerself to death and get a name like a mad dog, then go ahead. But while I am the one working and handing my hard-earned money over to yer, I expect the house to be kept clean and meals on the table on time. I also expect me daughter to be dressed decent and to be treated with kindness and affection. I do not want her to be doing the work which you should be doing, or being ordered around like a skivvy.’ His grip tightened. ‘And if I ever find yer’ve raised yer hand to her in anger, then heaven help yer.’ He pushed her away as though in disgust. ‘Make a pot of tea so I can take a cup up to Lucy before she goes to sleep.’


Ruby glared at him. This was all that little faggot’s fault, and by God she’d pay for it tomorrow. There was no fear of Bob finding out, Lucy would be too scared to tell him.


Her husband watched her face and could almost read her mind. ‘Don’t for one moment think of taking yer spite out on her tomorrow, thinking she’ll be too frightened to tell me. ’Cos from now on I’ll be taking a very keen interest in me daughter’s welfare. Lay a finger on her and I’ll know about it.’ He waited until his wife was at the kitchen door before adding, ‘Oh, yer’ll be five bob down in yer money this week. I’m taking Lucy to town on Saturday to buy her something decent to wear. She’s the prettiest girl in the street but always looks like an unwanted orphan. But from today there’s going to be big changes around here, whether yer like it or not. So yer’d better start getting used to being a housewife and mother again. Yer don’t have to worry about being a wife to me, yer stopped being that years ago. And if ye’re looking for anyone to lay the blame on for all this, look no further than yerself.’


Aggie McBride was passing the Mellors’ house on her way back from the pub, and when she heard raised voices she felt no guilt in standing outside the window and listening. She kept nodding her head when Bob spoke, and muttered, ‘It’s about time yer came to yer senses, Bob Mellor. That’s right, lad, you tell her. Ye’re about five years too late, like, but as they say, it’s better late than never.’


She ambled on her way, chuckling to herself. She felt happier now she’d heard the queer one get her comeuppance, and when she got home she’d go over every word she heard as she sat in her rocking chair supping her stout.


Ruby was in a foul temper the next morning. Her head was splitting, what with having too much to drink and then the row with Bob. There was malice in her eyes as she dropped the plate of toast in front of her daughter. ‘Get that down yer and hurry up or yer’ll be late for school.’


Lucy looked down at the burnt bread and knew this was part of her punishment. She picked up a slice and bit into it. Then, in a quiet voice, asked, ‘Can’t I have some butter on it, please, Mam?’


Ruby mimicked her daughter’s voice. ‘“Can’t I have some butter on it?”’ She closed the living-room door quietly. Bob didn’t get up until ten o’clock when he was on the afternoon shift, and for all she knew he could be lying awake listening. So she kept her voice low. ‘Yer’ll be getting dry toast every morning from now on, seeing as yer dad is docking me money so he can buy yer some fancy clothes.’


Lucy raised her face and stared directly into her mother’s eyes. What she saw there caused her to turn away in distress, thinking, she doesn’t even like me, never mind love me. ‘I never asked me dad to buy me anything, Mam, I wouldn’t do that.’ She picked up her plate and got to her feet. ‘I’ll make meself a round of bread and jam because I’ll be starving if I don’t have anything to eat.’


Ruby watched her daughter go into the kitchen before lighting a cigarette. Inhaling deeply, and with a sneer on her face, she leaned against the door-jamb. ‘Yer dad won’t always be here, just remember that.’


Instinct told Lucy she would be well advised to get out of the house as quick as possible and away from trouble. She could eat the bread on her way to school. So without a word, she passed her mother, took her coat from the hallstand and let herself out of the front door. She stood for a moment with the bread in her mouth while she slipped her arms into her sleeves, then began to walk up the street.


Aggie McBride was standing on her front step, her shawl around her shoulders. She’d been waiting for Lucy to make sure the child hadn’t come to any harm. She was a kindly soul, was Aggie, with steel-grey hair combed back off her face and plaited into a bun at the nape of her neck. She wore false teeth when she was going out, but this morning she’d decided to give her gums a rest.


‘Were yer late getting up, queen?’ Aggie nodded at the bread. ‘No time for a proper breakfast?’


‘Just a bit late, Mrs Aggie, but I don’t think I’ll be late for school.’


‘Yer didn’t get into trouble last night, did yer? I heard yer mam and dad rowing when I passed on me way back from the pub. I hope she didn’t try and lay the blame at your door?’


Lucy shook her head. No matter what her mother did, she would never talk about her to anyone. After all, she was still her mother. ‘I went straight to bed and me dad brought me a nice hot cup of tea up.’


‘That’s good, queen.’ Aggie put her hand in the large pocket of her wrap-around pinny and brought out a rosy red apple. ‘Here yer are, girl, I kept this specially for you.’


When Lucy’s face lit up it was as though the sun had come out. ‘Oh, thank you, Mrs Aggie, I’ll eat it at playtime.’ She rubbed the apple on the sleeve of her coat and held it up to the old lady. ‘Look how shiny it is – I can see me face in it.’


Aggie chuckled. ‘I bet the apple thinks there’s an angel looking at it. Now, run along, queen, or yer’ll be getting the cane.’


Lucy took to her heels, shouting over her shoulder, ‘Ta-ra, Mrs Aggie.’


Aggie was waving to her when she heard the sound she’d been waiting for. She turned her head to see her next-door-but-one neighbour stepping into the street. Irene Pollard had a part-time cleaning job in the corner pub and she left the house every morning dead on ten minutes to nine. The Pollards lived next door to the Mellors, and Aggie was eager to know if Irene had heard the rumpus.


‘Good morning, Aggie! What are yer waiting for – better days?’


‘Irene, I had me better days fifty years ago, and, by God, I made the most of them. All I’ve got left now is to stick me nose into other people’s business – which brings me to the reason for standing on me step this time of the morning, getting me bleedin’ death of cold.’ She gave a toothless smile. ‘Did yer hear the carry-on at the Mellors’ last night?’


‘Couldn’t help it, Aggie. They were shouting so loud we could hear every word. Yer know how thin the walls are, yer can’t sneeze without the whole street knowing.’ Irene Pollard was a bonny woman, with plenty of flesh on her bones. She had auburn hair, brown eyes, a pretty round face and a good sense of humour, and her husband, George, was a riot when he’d had a few drinks on a Saturday. They had two sons, Jack fourteen, and Greg, twelve, and were well liked in the street. If anyone needed a helping hand, it was the Pollards’ door they knocked at. ‘I don’t know what started the row, but Bob certainly had a go at Ruby. She must have gone too far this time because Bob puts up with a lot from her. As George said, she’s had it coming for years now, the brazen hussy.’


‘I’ll tell yer what started it.’ Aggie quickly recounted what had happened. ‘The poor kid was terrified, all alone that time of night in a house in pitch darkness.’


Irene tutted as she shook her head. ‘She doesn’t deserve that child. I always wanted a girl but it wasn’t to be. How is it that someone like Ruby Mellor has a beautiful girl that she treats like dirt, and me, who was longing for a daughter, can’t have one? I love me two boys, yer know that, and having a girl wouldn’t have made any difference to the love I have for them. It’s just that a girl is a mate to her mother when she grows up, someone to share things with. If Lucy was mine, she’d get as much love off me, and George and the boys, as she gets hidings off her mother. Many’s the time the boys have been upset when they’ve heard her being belted. When they were younger they used to say she was like a fairy, with her being so pretty and dainty.’


Aggie sighed. ‘Well, let’s hope that Bob sticks to his guns and makes that wife of his toe the line. He must rue the day he ever set eyes on her.’


‘Only time will tell, Aggie, only time will tell. But I think in future, when Bob’s at work, and I hear any shenanigans from her, I’ll poke me nose in.’ Irene smiled. ‘I’m bigger than her and one swipe from me would knock her into the middle of next week.’


‘Give me a knock first, girl, ’cos I wouldn’t want to miss that for the world.’


‘I’ll sell tickets, shall I, Aggie?’ Irene started to walk away. ‘If I don’t get a move on I’ll be getting me cards. I’ll see yer tonight, sunshine, ta-ra for now.’


By dinnertime, the story had gone the rounds of the street. And when Ruby left the house to go to the shops, she could sense the hostility of the women who were standing at their doors talking to their neighbours. With their eyes boring into her, she tossed her head and sauntered past them, her jaunty step saying she didn’t give a damn what they thought. And she didn’t either. It was a pity the poor buggers had nothing better to do than stand gossiping. The only time they seemed to enjoy themselves was when two women got into an argument over their kids. Then the whole street would be out watching and shouting encouragement as the two women belted hell out of each other. And, of course, there was always a stir when a football was kicked through a window and none of the boys would own up to being the culprit.


There was a sarcastic smile on Ruby’s face as she neared the shops. If the truth were known, there wasn’t a woman in the street who wouldn’t change places with her, given the chance. They just didn’t have the guts. Then she had a thought that took the smile from her face. If she was going to be five shillings down in her housekeeping it would mean she’d be skint all the time. She wouldn’t be able to keep up with her friends, splashing out on drinks and handing cigarettes around. She’d be like a poor relation and that idea didn’t appeal to her one little bit. The truth was, if she had no money, she’d soon lose her friends.


Ruby hit on an idea as she turned into the butcher’s shop. She’d make the money up by cutting down on food, that’s what she’d do. If she was clever, no one would be any the wiser. And she’d start right now. ‘Just half-a-pound of steak, Stan, and a quarter of kidney.’ There, she gloated as the butcher cut the steak into small pieces, a quarter of steak less has saved me a few coppers. If I do that in every shop, every day, I’ll soon make up the five bob.


The meat was simmering on the stove when Lucy came running in from school. ‘I’m going out to play hopscotch with Rhoda, Mam. I’ll only be in the street.’


‘Just you hang on a minute, buggerlugs.’ Ruby threw her cigarette end in the hearth. ‘Yer can get in that kitchen and peel the spuds, never mind playing bleedin’ hopscotch.’


Lucy’s face fell. ‘But it’ll be dark soon and we won’t be able to play.’ There was pleading in her large green eyes. ‘Go on, Mam, please?’


‘Yer haven’t got cloth ears, so out in that kitchen before I belt yer one.’


Lucy was close to tears. ‘Just for half an hour, Mam?’ When she saw Ruby jump from her chair and make for her, the girl pressed back against the wall and lifted her arm to protect her face. ‘Don’t hit me, Mam, please.’


Ruby grabbed a handful of the dark hair and pulled. ‘Yer get those spuds peeled or I’ll break yer bleedin’ neck. Now—’ Her words were cut short by a loud banging on the open front door. Her face livid, she bawled, ‘What the hell d’yer want?’


‘Ruby, it’s Irene Pollard. Is everything all right? Young Rhoda here’s waiting for Lucy to come out to play, and she’s been knocking hell out of yer door for the last five minutes but can’t get anyone to answer. I just wondered if anything was wrong?’


Ruby bit so hard on the inside of her mouth she could taste blood. Any other neighbour she would have told to sod off, but Irene Pollard was a woman to be reckoned with. And her husband was very pally with Bob, too. ‘She’s coming now.’ Ruby took her daughter’s hand and squeezed until it hurt. She pulled her out to the front door. ‘I was telling her to wash her face before she went out, it’s filthy.’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,’ Irene said calmly. ‘She’d be dirty again in no time, so what’s the point? My two lads are playing ollies in the gutter, and they’re both as black as the hobs of hell. To say nothing about the state of their kecks. But they’ll be well-scrubbed before they go to bed.’


‘Will yer let go of me hand, please, Mam?’ Lucy asked. ‘Rhoda will be getting called in for her dinner before we’ve had a game.’


Ruby was almost spitting feathers with temper. And the look she gave her daughter as she joined her friend on the pavement, wasn’t lost on Irene. She’d bet a pound to a pinch of snuff that the girl would get a hammering for this. Unless Ruby was warned off. It was worth a try.


Watching the two girls marking the paving stones with a piece of chalk, Irene said casually, ‘If yer ever want to go out at night, Ruby, when Bob’s at work, yer can always leave Lucy with us, yer know. We’d love to have her.’


You bitch, Ruby thought. I bet yer had yer ears to the wall last night, listening. ‘What made yer ask that? Yer’ve never asked before.’


‘It was just a thought. She gets on well with the boys and would probably enjoy playing cards with them.’ Irene stretched to her full height and folded her arms under her ample bosom. ‘The offer’s there, if yer want to take me up on it sometime.’


‘No, Lucy usually goes to bed about eight o’clock.’ Then begrudgingly, she added, ‘But thanks all the same.’


‘Well, if yer change yer mind, just knock on the wall.’ Irene was determined to get her point across. ‘We’d have no trouble hearing yer – these walls are so thin yer can hear everything that goes on either side.’ She smiled as Lucy hopped from one square to another, her pink tongue peeping out of the side of her mouth. ‘She’s a beautiful child. I hope yer know how lucky yer are.’


Ruby had no intention of answering that. The nosy bitch had gone far enough. The next thing, she’d be inviting herself in for a cup of tea. ‘I’ll have to go in, or me stew will be sticking to the bottom of the pan.’


There was a half-smile on Irene’s chubby face. She’d gone as far as she could; she only hoped the message had got home. She’d keep her ears open tonight, just in case, but she had a feeling Ruby would be keeping her hands to herself, for a while at least.


Irene waited until Rhoda had completed the course before asking, ‘Who’s winning?’


‘We’re even, Mrs Pollard.’ Both girls were puffing and red in the face. After all, it was hard going hopping from one number to another. If you couldn’t keep your balance, and your other foot touched the ground, you were counted out.


Lucy grinned. ‘We always end up even, Mrs Pollard. We let each other win, don’t we, Rhoda?’


Rhoda’s long, stringy hair had been tied back with a piece of ribbon, but with the exertion, most of it had come loose and was hanging down her cheeks. She was the same age as Lucy, but a much bigger girl in every way. Inches taller than her friend, she was very heavily built. She worried about that, but her mam had told her it was puppy fat and she’d lose it as she grew older. A big smile covered her face now. ‘Lucy means we cheat, Mrs Pollard.’


Irene chuckled. ‘If yer both know ye’re doing it, then it’s not cheating, sunshine. It means ye’re such good friends yer want to share.’


‘Me dad’s taking me to town on Saturday, Mrs Pollard, to buy me some new clothes.’ Lucy’s face was aglow. Never before had she had anything so exciting to brag about. ‘Aren’t I lucky?’


Irene put on a suitably impressed face. ‘I’ll say yer are! I hope he buys yer a pretty dress to match yer pretty face.’ To say she was surprised would be putting it mildly. It sounded as though Bob had changed with a vengeance. ‘Will yer call and let us see yer in yer new clothes, sunshine?’


‘If me mam will let me.’ Some of the shine had gone from Lucy’s face. ‘I’ll ask her, but she might say I’m showing off.’


‘Anyone with new clothes wants to show them off, it’s only natural. Anyway, seeing as it’s yer dad what’s mugging yer, it’s him yer should ask.’


Lucy thought that over for a few seconds, then smiled. ‘Ye’re right, Mrs Pollard, I’ll ask me dad.’


Rhoda looked down in the mouth. ‘I wish me mam would take me with her when she buys my clothes, then I could pick what I like.’


‘Your mam buys yer lovely clothes!’ Lucy said. ‘Yer always look pretty.’


Irene took a deep breath. Next to her friend, Lucy always looked like a tramp, but she never complained. There was no envy or malice in her, she was a good kid through and through. What a pity her mother didn’t appreciate it. They say God makes them and matches them, but He had certainly slipped up when He’d matched this angel with a devil like Ruby Mellor.





Chapter Two



Lucy didn’t let her excitement show until she was standing on the pavement watching her dad pull the door closed behind him. All morning she’d been on pins in case something happened to spoil the treat she’d been looking forward to. Her mother’s face had been like thunder, and although she didn’t lift her hand to Lucy, she gave her a dig in the ribs every time she passed. It would have taken very little for her temper to explode, so the girl did as she was told without a word, while willing the hands on the clock to move faster until it was time for her dad to get up at ten o’clock. Even then she didn’t feel safe because although her dad seemed at ease chatting to her, not a word was exchanged between him and her mam. Still, it was over now and they were on their way.


Bob took his daughter’s hand and smiled down at her. ‘I think we’ll hop off the tram at Great Homer Street and try the market there, see if there’s anything doing. Yer never know, we might just be lucky and pick up a bargain. If not, we won’t have lost anything, and we can carry on into town. What d’yer think?’


‘I’m that excited, Dad, I don’t care where we go.’ Lucy began to swing their joined hands. ‘I’ve never been into town before.’


Bob looked surprised. ‘Of course yer have!’


‘No, I haven’t, Dad, honest!’


‘I used to take yer through town, when yer were little, to get down to the Pier Head. Don’t yer remember going on the ferry boats?’


Lucy’s brow creased in concentration. ‘I remember little bits, but not much. I must have only been a baby, Dad.’


Bob nodded. ‘Yeah, I used to carry yer on me shoulders and yer mam was left to lug the sandwiches and towels and things.’ Suddenly he was filled with a great sadness. What had he been thinking of all these years, while his daughter’s childhood was passing her by? It would be easy to lay the blame at Ruby’s door, but he must bear some of the responsibility. He should have put his foot down at the very beginning, when his wife made the excuse of visiting one of her old workmates and came home smelling of drink. He’d been blind and stupid, and the one to suffer most had been his beloved daughter. All he could do now was try to make it up to her. ‘I’ll take yer on the ferry to New Brighton next time I’ve got a Saturday off. Would yer like that?’


‘I’d like it, Dad, but ye’re buying me new clothes and that’s what I’d like most. After all,’ she grinned up at him, ‘ye’re not made of money.’


‘Ye’re right there, pet, but what I’ve got I’ll have to stretch a long way. Like it was a piece of elastic.’


They didn’t have long to wait for a tram, and Lucy made for a window seat. Her eyes were wide as Bob told her the names of the streets and pointed out landmarks. When they reached Everton Valley, he said, ‘Next stop’s ours, pet.’


The market was absolutely packed. Lucy gripped her father’s hand tight, frightened by the mass of heaving bodies. ‘We’ll never get through there, Dad, we’ll get separated and I’ll lose yer. I wouldn’t know how to get home on me own, and I’ve no money for a tram.’


Bob put an arm across her shoulders. ‘You just hang on to me jacket like grim death, pet, and we’ll do what everyone else is doing, push our way through.’


Lucy gradually calmed down as she got used to the pushing and shoving and the noise of the stallholders shouting out their wares. She would have liked to have seen what they were selling, but the crowd standing in front of the stalls was so deep it was impossible to see anything.


‘There’s a woman selling children’s clothes,’ Bob said. ‘Let’s make our way over there.’ He elbowed a path through the crowds, pulling Lucy behind him. ‘Some of those look nice.’ He pointed to a makeshift rail where there was a display of girls’ dresses. ‘Is there anything there that takes yer fancy?’


‘They’re all nice, Dad, but it doesn’t say how much they are.’


‘There’s only one way to find out, and that’s to ask.’ Ignoring the dark looks being cast his way, Bob pushed and manoeuvred until they were in front of the trestle table which was piled high with secondhand children’s clothes. ‘How much are those dresses, Missus?’


‘They’re all different prices, lad,’ said the stallholder, wearing the uniform long black skirt and black knitted shawl. ‘Show me which one and I’ll tell yer the price. Dirt cheap, they are – yer won’t get anything cheaper if yer travel the length and breadth of Liverpool.’


‘Which one, Lucy?’ Bob looked down into those wide green eyes which were now shining with excitement. ‘What about that one with flowers on, and a lace collar? That would look nice on yer.’


But Lucy knew which one she liked the best as soon as she’d set eyes on it. It was in a deep maroon cotton, very plain with a round neck and long sleeves. If she was going to get a new dress, that was the one her heart would choose. She pointed to it. ‘That’s the one I like, Dad, but it might be too dear.’


Bob crossed his fingers as he asked, ‘How much is that one?’


‘Two and six, lad, and that’s practically giving it away.’


‘Would it fit me daughter?’


The stallholder eyed Lucy. ‘How old are yer, girl?’


Lucy had never felt so important in her life. Being able to choose her own clothes was something she’d never known before. She took what was thrown at her and was never asked if she liked it. ‘I’m eleven, Missus, but I’ll be twelve in four weeks’ time.’


When the stallholder smiled, she showed a row of yellow teeth, but her smile was wide and friendly. ‘Ye’re very dainty for yer age, girl, and very pretty, too. That dress will fit yer like a glove, as though it was made for yer. Yer’ll have all the lads whistling after yer when yer walk out in it.’


Bob handed the half-a-crown over, and as he waited for the dress to be hooked down, Lucy was looking through the clothes piled on the table. She tugged on her father’s sleeve and when he looked down, she beckoned for him to bend so she could whisper in his ear. ‘Dad, there’s girls’ knickers here. Could I have a pair, please?’


‘But they’re secondhand ones, pet. Yer wouldn’t want to wear someone else’s cast-offs, would yer? Not knickers, anyway.’


‘They’d be clean if I gave them a good wash, wouldn’t they?’ Lucy was embarrassed and averted her eyes. ‘They’re better than the two pair I’ve got. The elastic’s gone on them and I have to pin them up.’


Bob closed his eyes. Dear God, what was that wife of his thinking of? He gave her enough money to keep the child well fed and clothed. Had she no love at all for her daughter, no shame that the child was going around with pins in her knickers? And this was only the start. There was plenty more he didn’t know about, of that he was sure. ‘Pick three decent pair out, pet, and they’ll keep yer going until we can get yer new ones.’


The stallholder didn’t appear to be listening, but she heard every word. Working the markets gave you an insight into people, taught you how to sort the wheat from the chaff. So when Bob handed over the three pair of knickers, she knocked a penny off the price of each pair. ‘That’ll be a tanner, lad. And if yer don’t mind me saying so, yer’ve got a little cracker there, so you take good care of her, mind.’


Bob smiled his thanks then guided Lucy through the crowds and out into the street. ‘How would yer like a little treat? What d’yer say about getting a tram down to TJ’s and having a cup of tea in the café´ there?’


Lucy was clutching the paper bag and telling herself this was the best day of her life. She couldn’t wait to show Rhoda her new dress. She wouldn’t tell her about the knickers though, she’d be too ashamed. ‘That would be the gear, Dad, but can yer afford it? Yer’ve spent a lot of money on me as it is.’


‘I’ve still got a few bob left, pet, so don’t be worrying. Come on, let’s get down to London Road, me throat’s parched.’


The butter ran down Lucy’s chin as she bit into the toasted teacake, her eyes wide as she gazed around the tables. Every chair was occupied and the room was buzzing with adults trying to talk above the sound of screaming children. ‘All these people, Dad, wouldn’t yer wonder where they came from?’


‘Liverpool’s a big city, pet.’ Bob grinned as he passed over a hankie. ‘Wipe yer chin before the butter runs on to yer coat.’ He groaned as he silently told himself one more stain on the shabby coat wouldn’t even be noticed. It was so faded it was difficult to know what its original colour had been, and the sleeves, about three inches too short, were threadbare. ‘In a couple of weeks, when I’ve had time to save up, I’ll mug yer to a new coat. Heaven knows, yer could do with one.’


‘This one’s all right, Dad, I only wear it to go to school.’


Bob shook his head. ‘No, it’s a complete new rig-out yer need, and that’s what yer’ll have as soon as I can get the money together. What about yer shoes, are they in good nick?’


Lucy pushed her feet as far back under the chair as she could. ‘They’re fine, Dad, they’ll last me for ages yet.’


‘Then why are yer hiding them under the chair? Come on, pet, there’s no need to be frightened, let me see.’


Lucy cast her eyes down as she slid her feet forward. ‘See, I told yer, Dad, there’s still plenty of wear in them. I gave them a good polish before we came out.’


That’s her mother talking, Bob told himself as he bent down to remove one of her shoes. They weren’t the words of an eleven-year-old girl. And the anger he felt when he examined the shoe was so strong, he could feel his head throbbing. The heel was worn right down on one side, which must have made it agony to walk on, and there was an inch-round hole in the middle of the sole. He turned the shoe over and felt like crying when he saw how his daughter had tried to hide the scuffmarks with shoe polish.


Bob swallowed hard, trying to shift the lump that had formed in his throat. What sort of a father was he, not to have seen all this? ‘Lucy, why didn’t yer tell me yer didn’t have a decent pair of shoes? I would have done something if I’d known, but the trouble is, pet, yer never complain. Yer don’t have to put up with using pins in yer knickers or wearing shoes that are only fit for the back of the fire. Yer’ve got to start speaking up for yerself.’


‘Me mam said she didn’t have any money.’ Lucy spoke quietly, afraid of saying too much and then being the recipient of her mother’s anger.


Bob sighed. ‘I give yer mother enough money to manage on, pet, more than most women in the street get.’ He was also careful about what he said. It wouldn’t do to criticise his wife to his daughter. ‘It’s just that she’s not very good with money, she spends it on the wrong things. There are lots of women like that, they’re just not good managers. So in future, you come to me if yer need anything. And don’t be frightened of upsetting yer mam by coming to me, ’cos I’ll have a word with her. I’ll see to yer clothes, and that’ll be one less worry off her mind.’


‘Yeah, okay, Dad.’ Lucy took her shoe and slipped it on. ‘Don’t look now, but yer toasted teacake has gone cold.’


‘Won’t stop me eating it, pet.’ Bob folded the teacake and took a bite. ‘I noticed the shoe department when we came in. We’ll have a gander and see if me money will stretch to a pair of cheap shoes for yer.’


He was counting up in his head how much money he had in his pocket as they entered the shoe department. He had to keep enough for his fares to work, the five Woodbines he bought every day and a couple of bob for drinks tonight. Saturday night was the only time he went out with Ruby. They only went to the corner pub because of leaving Lucy on her own and his wife wouldn’t be very happy to forego that pleasure, even for the sake of seeing her daughter in a decent pair of shoes.


Lucy tugged on his sleeve. ‘Dad, these plimsoles are only elevenpence ha’penny, they’d do for me.’


‘They’d be no good if it rained, yer feet would be sopping wet. Let’s look around before we decide.’ The price of girls’ shoes went from half-a-crown up to the seven and six ankle bands that Lucy was gazing at with eyes and mouth wide open. In black shiny patent leather, with the straps fastening at the front with a button, they were the most beautiful shoes she’d ever seen. Bob saw her face and sighed. She was so pretty, she deserved the clothes to match, but they were out of his reach. ‘I’m sorry, pet, me pocket doesn’t run to that.’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t want them, Dad, they’re too posh. None of me friends have got them and they’d think I was swanking.’ She started to giggle. ‘Can yer see me playing hopscotch in them? I wouldn’t enjoy meself, I’d be terrified of scratching them.’


Bob picked up a pair of the half-a-crown lace ups. They looked what they were, a pair of cheap shoes. But they were sturdy and she’d get good wear out of them. ‘Sit on that stool, pet, and I’ll get the assistant to find the right size for yer.’


‘Are yer sure yer can afford them, Dad? I can wait a few more weeks, yer know.’


‘We’ll get them now, while we’re here.’ Bob had gone well over what he intended spending, and wondered what he could forfeit to make it up. He had to keep his tram fare otherwise he wouldn’t be able to get to work, and he wasn’t going to give up his Woodbines, they were one of the few pleasures he had in life. So they’d have to give the pub a miss, it wouldn’t kill them for one night. And the pleasure on Lucy’s face made it worthwhile.


Ruby sat with a scowl on her face as Lucy brought her new clothes out of the bags. She showed no enthusiasm, passed no compliments. And her silence angered Bob, who tried to make up for her lack of interest. ‘I can’t wait to see yer in the dress, pet. Nip upstairs and put it on for us.’


Lucy was so excited, even her mother’s attitude couldn’t dampen her spirits. She felt as though a good fairy had waved a magic wand and she suddenly had a beautiful dress, new shoes and even knickers. And she’d been in a café and had tea and toasted teacakes. She had never known a day like this, and she was too ecstatic to wonder if there would ever be another. ‘I’ll go and put them on, Dad, and swank.’


When Bob heard her taking the stairs two at a time, he quietly closed the door before facing his wife. ‘Would it have killed you to show some pleasure in yer daughter’s new clothes? What sort of a mother are yer?’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what brought on the change in yer, but ye’re certainly not the woman I married. It’s like living with a complete stranger – someone I don’t even like.’


‘Those clothes were bought with my housekeeping money.’ Ruby spat the words out. ‘So don’t expect me to go in a swoon over them.’


Bob felt like wiping the sneer off her painted face, but he would never lift a hand to a woman. So he got his revenge in words. ‘Not only yer housekeeping, Ruby, but also yer Saturday-night pleasure. I’ve no money left for the pub tonight, so yer can settle yerself in to listen to the wireless. It won’t worry yer, though, will it? Being the good mother yer are, yer’ll be quite happy knowing yer daughter won’t have to pin her knickers up again, nor wear a shoe with a ruddy big hole in the sole.’


Ruby’s eyes were nearly popping out of her head and her nostrils were wide and white. ‘Not going to the pub! The one night in the week yer take me out, and yer’ve gone and spent all yer money on that little faggot?’


‘Not on a little faggot, Ruby, on our daughter. And Saturday may be the only night I take yer out, but it certainly isn’t the only night you go out. In fact, ye’re out more often than ye’re in. So I don’t think yer have anything to complain about.’ He heard footsteps on the landing and spoke quietly, but threateningly. ‘You say one word out of place to that child and by God, yer’ll be sorry. It won’t be five shillings short in yer money, it’ll be ten. So think on before yer put yer foot in it.’


Lucy had never had anything to show off before, and she was shy as she stood inside the door. ‘How do I look, Dad?’


‘Oh pet, yer look as pretty as a picture. The dress looks lovely on yer, fits like it’s been made for yer. Go and stand in front of yer mam and see if she likes it.’


Lucy gave him a quick glance before crossing to where her mother sat. ‘D’yer like me new dress, Mam?’


The words were so begrudged, Ruby had to force them out. ‘Yeah, it’s nice.’


Lucy could sense the antagonism in the voice but wouldn’t let it prey on her mind. No one was going to spoil today for her. So tossing her hair, she turned back to her father. ‘Can I go and show Rhoda? And Mrs Pollard asked me to call and let her see me new dress.’


That was too much for Ruby. ‘You keep away from that nosy cow next door. All she’s good for is pulling people to pieces. The less she knows about our business, the better.’


Lucy’s eyes widened in surprise. How could her mam say that about their neighbour? ‘But she’s nice, is Mrs Pollard. Everyone likes her ’cos she’s always happy and friendly. She never shouts at the kids like some women,’ the girl almost stamped her foot at the injustice of her mother’s words, ‘and she’s not a nosy cow, either.’


Ruby was halfway out of her chair when she caught Bob’s eye. So the slap she thought her daughter deserved would have to wait for another time. But that time would come. In the meanwhile, she contented herself with saying, ‘Don’t yer ever dare answer me back like that.’


Bob was thoughtful as he looked down at his clasped hands. He didn’t want to set mother and daughter against each other, but Lucy had to learn that when someone said something bad about a person she liked, and she knew it was untrue, she should stick to her guns and say so. ‘Lucy wasn’t answering yer back, Ruby, she was stating a fact. Irene Pollard is one of the kindest, nicest people ye’re ever likely to come across. If you don’t like her, that’s your misfortune, but don’t expect others to agree with yer.’


Lucy thought it would be best if she made herself scarce, then she couldn’t cause any more trouble. ‘I’m going, Dad, but I won’t be long.’


‘Yer’ll bowl ’em over, pet,’ Bob called after her. ‘They won’t recognise yer.’


Rhoda opened the door and her eyes popped. She turned her head and called, ‘Ay, Mam, come and see who’s at the door.’


Jessie Fleming came out drying her hands on the corner of her pinny. ‘What is it, love, someone on the borrow?’ Then she saw Lucy, standing there looking so proud, and her face split into a smile. ‘Well, I never! Who is this young girl dressed up to the nines? I don’t recall seeing her before.’


Lucy giggled. ‘Me dad took me into town and mugged me, Mrs Fleming. D’yer like me dress,’ she did a little twirl, ‘and me shoes?’


‘Yer look a treat, love.’ Jessie was thinking it was about time someone took an interest in the girl. ‘The dress looks lovely on yer, and the colour suits yer.’


For the first time, since the day they’d started school together, Rhoda had reason to be envious of her friend. ‘I bet yer picked it yerself, didn’t yer?’


Lucy nodded. ‘They were all hanging on a rail, and I liked this one the best.’


‘Yer see!’ Rhoda flashed her eyes at her mother. ‘You won’t take me with yer to buy my clothes, so I have to have what you like. It’s not fair.’


‘But yer mam buys yer lovely clothes.’ Lucy was feeling sorry she came. Now she’d started a row between her friend and her mother. ‘Yer don’t know how lucky yer are, ’cos yer gets loads more things than I do.’


Jessie folded her plump arms and leaned back against the door. ‘Take no notice of misery guts here, Lucy, she always finds something to moan about. If I bought her a ballgown, she’d complain because I didn’t get her a tiara to go with it.’


Lucy grinned. ‘She’s not always moaning, Mrs Fleming, not to me, anyway. She’s me very best friend.’


Rhoda pulled a face at her mother. ‘There, yer see, I’m not a misery guts.’


‘I know ye’re not, sweetheart, ye’re all sweetness and light. And for that reason, next time yer need a new dress I’ll take yer with me and yer can choose yer own.’


Rhoda flung her arms around her mother’s neck and kissed her soundly. ‘Ooh, ye’re the best mam in the whole world.’


‘It’ll be a different story if I’ve left the dinner to burn. I’d better get back in and see to it, otherwise there’ll be ructions if I put a burnt offering down to yer dad.’ She leaned forward and stroked Lucy’s hair. ‘Yer look lovely, girl, a real little princess.’ She began to chuckle. ‘If I ever get down to buying a tiara for our Rhoda, I’ll get one for you while I’m at it.’


When her mother disappeared into the house, Rhoda was feeling very kindly towards her friend. ‘Yer do look nice, Lucy, the dress really suits yer. And I’m not half glad yer came down to show us, ’cos now me mam’s promised to let me choose me own, and she never goes back on a promise. So yer’ve done me a good turn, kid.’


‘Yeah, yer owe me one. So next time we have a game of rounders, yer can let me win. That’ll make us even.’ Lucy rubbed her arms briskly. There was a cool breeze blowing and the cotton dress wasn’t much protection against it. ‘I’ll have to go, Rhoda, I promised to call in and see Mrs Pollard, and it’s nearly teatime. I’ll see yer tomorrow, eh?’


‘Okay, Lucy. Ta-ra for now.’


Lucy took to her heels and ran the short distance to her neighbour’s house. The door was opened by Jack, who at fourteen was the eldest of Irene’s two sons. He gaped at Lucy, then bawled, ‘Hey, Mam, come and get a load of this.’


Irene came to the door, followed by twelve-year-old Greg. Her face lit up when she saw Lucy. ‘Oh, sunshine, ye’re a sight for sore eyes. My, but yer do look bonny. Come in and let George see yer.’


Lucy had never been fussed over so much, and she loved every minute of it. ‘Wasn’t me dad good, letting me choose me own? There were a lot of dresses, but this was me very favourite.’


‘Yer’ve got good taste, queen,’ George said, thinking you’d go a long way to find anyone with a face and nature as beautiful as this child. And wasn’t it sad that most of the time she was dressed like a backstreet waif. He turned to his sons. ‘Don’t yer think she looks pretty, boys?’


Blushing to the roots of their hair, the lads looked down at their feet. They both liked Lucy, thought she was a smashing girl. But at their tender age they’d never been called on to pay compliments before. Jack was the first to find his tongue. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘she looks great.’


The only thing Greg could think of that might be considered a compliment, was, ‘Yeah, she looks the pig’s ear – the gear.’


George dropped his head back and roared with laughter. ‘The pig’s ear, eh? Now that is flattery indeed.’


‘Well, what d’yer expect from a twelve year old?’ As always, Irene was quick to defend her son. ‘And when I was young, to look the pig’s ear meant yer looked fantastic. And that is just what Lucy looks – fantastic.’ She put her arm across the thin shoulders and squeezed. ‘Tell yer dad from me that he’s done yer proud.’


Lucy’s smile was a joy to behold. ‘Thank you. I’m made up, I really am. I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy in me life.’


Irene exchanged glances with her husband before giving Lucy another squeeze. ‘Yer mam and dad go to the pub tonight, don’t they?’


‘Yeah, every Saturday.’ Forever mindful of what she said, Lucy added, ‘They see me in bed first, though, and they leave the light on in the living room. And they don’t stay out late.’


‘Why don’t yer ask them if yer can come in here tonight, and have a game of cards or Ludo with us? Jack and Greg are allowed to stay up late on Saturday and I’m sure yer parents won’t mind. George usually walks home with them from the pub, don’t yer, light of my life?’


George averted his gaze. He couldn’t stand Ruby Mellor, thought she was as tough as an old boot. He got on fine with Bob, they were good mates, but he couldn’t stomach his wife. So he always walked behind them with a bloke from up the street. But now wasn’t the time to air his feelings. ‘Yeah, we all get thrown out at closing time.’


‘Would yer like me to come with yer to see what they say?’ Irene asked, seeing the look of doubt on Lucy’s face. ‘I’m sure it will be all right. After all, yer can’t come to any harm with us, can yer? The worst that can happen is yer lose a game and have to fork out a couple of matches.’ Her chubby face beamed. ‘Mind you, sometimes we go mad and play for old buttons.’


Remembering her mother’s set face, and the atmosphere in the room when she’d left the house, Lucy shook her head. ‘No, I’ll go and ask them. Yer see, me mam likes to know I’m settled in bed before she goes out.’


George put his hands on the wooden arms of his fireside chair and pushed himself up. He was a tall, well-made man with a mop of fine, sandy-coloured hair and a ruddy complexion. And like his wife, he had an ever-ready smile. ‘I’ll go with her. I want to see Bob, anyway.’


Irene looked surprised. ‘Yer’ll be seeing him tonight in the pub.’


‘I want to ask if he’s got a paintbrush I can borrow to whitewash the kitchen, and I don’t want the whole street knowing.’


So when Bob opened the door it was to see his daughter holding the hand of their neighbour. He smiled a welcome. ‘Come in, George, ye’ve timed it nicely. There’s a fresh pot of tea just brewed.’


George pushed Lucy ahead of him. ‘I’ll come in, Bob, but I won’t stay for a cuppa ’cos Irene’s got the meal nearly ready.’


Ruby’s welcome was a brief nod, and George’s was barely noticeable. ‘I came on the cadge, Bob, to ask if yer’ve got a paintbrush to lend. It’s to whitewash our kitchen and the brushes I’ve got are too small. I need a wide one.’


‘Yeah, I’ve got one, and ye’re welcome to borrow it. Shall I get it for yer now?’


‘No, there’s no hurry, I’m not starting it until Monday night. Now I know I can borrow yours, it’ll save me coughing up for a new one.’ George put a hand on Lucy’s shoulder. ‘Now another request. Irene wants to know if yer’ll let this fashionable little lady come to ours tonight to have a few games with her and the boys? Yer can pick her up on yer way home from the pub.’


‘We’re not going out tonight, George, we’ve decided to have a night in.’ Bob saw his wife’s body stiffen with anger, but ignored it and kept the smile on his face. ‘But that’s no reason why Lucy can’t go and have a few games with the boys. It’ll do her good, having youngsters to play with for a change.’


‘I’d rather she didn’t go,’ Ruby said, feeling if she didn’t put her foot down now, Bob would take over completely and she’d never have a say in anything. ‘I like Lucy to be in bed by eight, that’s late enough for a girl of her age.’


‘There’s no school tomorrow, so she can have a lie-in.’ Bob’s eyes were like steel as they bored into hers. ‘It must be lonely for her, being an only child and no one to play games with. It’s about time she began to enjoy her childhood, before it’s too late.’ He dropped to his haunches in front of his daughter. ‘Yer’d like to go, wouldn’t yer, pet?’


Her smiling eyes told him the answer before she spoke. ‘I would, Dad, if it’s all right with you and me mam.’


‘Of course it’s all right, why wouldn’t it be? I mean, next door is hardly the other side of the world, is it?’


Lucy giggled. ‘It’s fifteen walking steps from our front door to theirs, but if I do long jumps, I can do it in ten.’


George ruffled her hair. ‘What about cartwheels, queen? How many of them would it take yer to get from here to there?’


‘Ooh, I can’t do cartwheels.’ Lucy had never even tried. How could yer do cartwheels when yer had a pin in your knickers? ‘Anyway, our teacher, Miss Robinson, said it’s not ladylike to show all yer underwear off.’


‘She has a point, has your Miss Robinson.’ George gave her a beaming smile before reaching for the door knob. ‘I’d better get going otherwise I’ll have me meal thrown at me. Nothing gets Irene’s goat more than making a hot dinner and then having to warm it up again. Send Lucy along about seven, we’ll have all eaten by then.’


As soon as he’d gone, Ruby turned on her husband. ‘I may as well talk to the bleedin’ wall, yer don’t take a blind bit of notice what I say. That cow next door only wants Lucy there so she can poke and prod into our business. Before the night’s over, she’ll know how many flamin’ blankets we’ve got on the bed! But you’re too thick to see that.’


‘When yer talk sense, I might start taking notice of yer. But yer come out with some of the most ridiculous things imaginable, and I’d have to be a fool to agree with yer. It just shows what a warped mind yer’ve got when yer think Irene Pollard has nothing better to interest her than how many blankets we’ve got on our bed.’ He sensed Lucy moving restlessly from one foot to the other and cursed himself for letting Ruby rub him up the wrong way in front of the girl. There’d be time enough later, when they were alone, for harsh words. ‘D’yer want to change into yer old dress, pet, or are yer keeping that one on?’


‘I’ll get changed, Dad, ’cos I want to keep this one for best.’


‘Go on, then, while yer mam gets the tea ready.’


Ruby didn’t even wait until her daughter had put her foot on the first stair before saying what was on her mind. And she didn’t keep her voice lowered. ‘Who the bleedin’ hell d’yer think yer are? This is my house too, yer know, I have as much right to have my say as you have. If yer think I’m going to stand here to be bossed around, and walked all over, then yer’ve got another bleedin’ think coming.’


Bob kept a tight rein on his temper. ‘That’s another thing I won’t have in this house, bad language. In future yer’ll keep yer filthy tongue until ye’re with yer friends. You do not use it in front of Lucy or me. Is that understood?’


‘You can just sod off, Mr High and Mighty Mellor. D’yer hear me? Sod off.’


Next door, the Pollards were sitting down to their meal. Irene jerked her head towards the wall. ‘Can yer hear them going at it, high ding dong?’


‘I can hear Ruby going at it, but I think Bob’s taking it all in his stride. He’s not messing around this time, he means business. He’s put his foot down with a firm hand, all right, it’s sticking out a mile. And yer can tell the way they look at each other, there’s no love lost there, I’m afraid.’ George began to chuckle. ‘He might get her to toe the line in some things, but he doesn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell of getting her to clean her mouth out. Swearing is second nature to her now, she thinks it’s as normal as pulling the chain after yer’ve been to the lavvy.’ He tapped a finger on his chin and looked thoughtful. ‘I’ve got that the wrong way round, haven’t I? Yer pull the chain to clean the lavvy, but when Ruby opens that mouth of hers, nothing clean comes out of it.’


‘All right, sunshine, that’s enough,’ Irene tutted. ‘We’re having a meal and all you can talk about is the lavvy. It’s enough to put anyone off their food.’


‘It won’t put me off me food,’ Jack said, spearing a chip and dipping it into the mound of tomato sauce at the side of his plate. ‘Nothing puts me off me grub.’


Greg’s eyes were serious as he looked across the table. ‘Mam, why is Mrs Mellor so cruel to Lucy? She’s not a naughty girl, is she?’


‘Of course she’s not naughty! Lucy is one of the best-mannered kids I know. And I wouldn’t say her mother was cruel to her, ’cos we don’t really know that, do we?’ Irene pointed her fork at him. ‘And yer don’t discuss things like that with yer mates, d’yer hear?’


‘I hear yer. But I’m not half glad Mrs Mellor isn’t my mam. I wouldn’t like to get shouted at all the time, even when I’ve done nothing wrong.’


‘If she was my mam I’d run away from home.’ Jack sounded quite definite. ‘I wouldn’t stay with her, she’s horrible.’


‘Oh, aye?’ Irene raised her brows. ‘And where would yer run to, sunshine?’


Jack’s eyes glinted with laughter. ‘I’d run to the house next door, where there was a proper mam.’


George saw the funny side and his guffaw was loud. ‘It’s a pity they don’t have humour as a subject in your school, son. At least yer’d be top of the class in something.’


There was love and pride in Irene’s eyes as she gazed at her two sons. ‘But we’re not going to mention Mrs Mellor’s name tonight, in front of Lucy, are we?’


Two heads shook vigorously. ‘Nah,’ Jack said, ‘we’re not that daft, Mam.’





Chapter Three



‘I thought yer said yer’d never played this game before?’ Jack placed his fan of cards face down on the table as he looked across at Lucy. ‘How come, if yer’ve never played before, ye’re the only one with three cards down?’


‘I don’t know, do I?’ Lucy was dead excited. They’d explained the rules of the game to her before they started, and she couldn’t believe her luck when she was sorting the cards she’d been dealt to find she had three fours. She couldn’t wait for her turn so she could put them down and beam all over her face. ‘I must be lucky.’


‘Beginner’s luck, sunshine,’ Irene said, ‘that’s what it is.’


Jack turned sharply when he felt his brother move and found Greg bent down, peeking at his cards. ‘Ay, you, stop cheating.’


Greg sat up straight, grinning from ear to ear. He wasn’t in the least ashamed of being found out. ‘He’s got a cob on because he’s got two fours himself and he’d have to be dead lucky to pick another one up.’ He chuckled. ‘I hope me mam won’t be throwing one down now she knows what he’s after.’


Irene shook her head and clucked. ‘That’s cheating, Greg, and it’s not fair. Besides, we’re supposed to be teaching Lucy how to play cards, not cheat.’


‘Shall we all throw our cards in, Mrs Pollard, and deal another hand?’ Lucy asked. ‘That would make it fair, wouldn’t it?’


‘Not on yer life!’ Jack said. He did have two fours, but he also had two other pairs. It wasn’t a bad hand by any means. ‘Take no notice of me brother, he still thinks he’s a baby. He’s more to be pitied than laughed at.’


‘Let’s get on with the game,’ Irene said, ‘otherwise we’ll be here until midnight. You leave those three cards down, Lucy, and throw one away.’


Lucy stared at the cards in her hand. Oh, decisions, decisions. She had two kings, two jacks and a six. The six looked out of place, so she threw that on the upturned cards in the centre of the table.


Irene picked a card from the pack, looked at it and snorted before throwing it down. ‘That’s not a ha’porth of good to me, I’ve got a lousy hand.’


Jack shrieked with delight as he snatched up the king his mother had thrown down. ‘Ta very much, Mam.’ He matched the card with the two in his hand and laid the three down. ‘How about that, then? And,’ he said with an air of a superior being, ‘I can put my two fours on to Lucy’s.’


Irene clamped her lips and shook her head. ‘Not a very wise move, sunshine. Yer should have kept one back.’


Jack, thinking he’d been very clever, looked puzzled. ‘Why?’


‘Because yer’ve got to throw a card in now, which leaves yer with two in yer hands. And yer could sit there all night waiting for somewhere to put them.’


‘Well, yer never know.’ The lad felt like kicking himself for not hanging on to one of the fours, but he put on a brave face. ‘Anything can happen in a game of cards. Come on, Greg, it’s your turn.’


His brother picked up a card, checked it against those in his hand before throwing it down in disgust. ‘I might as well pack in now, I’ve got nowt.’


Lucy’s green eyes were like saucers as she picked up the card Greg had thrown down. ‘Will yer tell me if I’m doing right, Mrs Pollard?’ She put three jacks down in front of her and showed the other two cards to Irene. ‘I can put these kings on Jack’s now, can’t I?’


Irene’s tummy was rumbling with laughter. ‘No, sunshine, yer have to throw one away first. Then yer can put the other one on Jack’s run, and yer’ve won the game.’


As Lucy flipped the card across the table she caught sight of Jack’s open mouth, and the look of disbelief on his face. She didn’t want to laugh because that would be rude. It wasn’t her home, she was only an invited guest. But after another quick glance across the table she had as much chance of keeping the laughter back as she had of stopping the rain which they could hear pelting down outside.


Lucy’s laugh started as a tinkle, then gathered momentum until it filled every corner of the room. ‘I’ve won three buttons! Me first game of cards and I won! And because ye’re looking at me as though I cheated, Jack Pollard, I want nothing less than a pearl button off you.’


‘I’ll get it back off yer before the night’s over,’ Jack threatened. ‘Like me mam said, it’s just beginner’s luck.’


‘That’s what you think, clever clogs.’ Lucy had been shy at first, but now she was really relaxed and happy. There was no tension in her body, no worry in her mind that any minute now she’d get a clip around the ear and not know what she’d done to deserve it. ‘I bet I win more games than you.’


‘Yer won’t if he starts cheating,’ Greg said. ‘He’s very good at cheating, is our Jack. Aren’t I right, Mam?’


‘It takes one to know one, sunshine, and I’d say that when it comes to cheating, you’d win hands down.’


Lucy had been listening with interest. ‘Mrs Pollard, d’yer think yer’d better teach me how to cheat so I’m in with a chance?’


The brothers thought this was hilarious and once again the room rang with laughter. She was good fun, was Lucy Mellor, and they hoped their mam would ask her to come again.


Bob Mellor lowered the newspaper and looked across at his wife. ‘Can yer hear them next door? They’re having the time of their lives, and I’ve never heard our Lucy laugh like that for years. It’s about time she had someone her own age to play with.’


Ruby’s scowl deepened. ‘I still think Irene is a miserable cow. She should doll herself up and go to the pub with her husband on a Saturday night, instead of sitting in playing stupid games. Some wife she is, letting him go out on his own all the time.’


‘She won’t go out and leave the boys on their own. Besides, Irene is not a drinker and doesn’t enjoy sitting in a pub all night. George doesn’t mind, he understands. It isn’t as if they never go out together, they often go to the pictures.’


Ruby’s lip curled. ‘Aye, with the kids in tow.’


‘Which is the way they want it. Those boys are their life, and that’s the way it should be. They are a very happy family, and George and Irene have a good marriage.’ Bob raised the paper but couldn’t concentrate, the words kept running into each other. So he went back to his thoughts. He envied George and Irene and their two children. They were what he would call a perfect family. They laughed together, played together and their love for each other was there for all to see. It wasn’t only the wall that separated the two families, it was everything. And his daughter would be experiencing the difference tonight.


Bob rustled the paper as he crossed his legs to make himself more comfortable. He tried to think back to a time when things started to go wrong with his marriage. After much soul-searching he realised things hadn’t gone wrong, they were never right! Oh, Ruby had kept the house clean and fed them well. She made sure his clothes were washed and ironed ready for work and his socks were always neatly darned. She’d looked after Lucy properly, too, when she was little, buying her pretty clothes and taking her for walks to the park so she could play on the swings. Bob had been very content in his marriage in those early years, thinking they had everything for a long and happy life. It was only now, looking back, he realised there’d always been something missing: the most important ingredient in any marriage – and that was love and affection. It hadn’t worried him at first that Ruby never hugged or kissed him, he thought she was shy. And when she spurned his advances in bed he blamed himself for being over-passionate and selfish.


He shifted restlessly in the chair. Surely to God, in all those years, when she never once kissed or hugged him spontaneously, he should have realised she didn’t have any love or affection to give. He must have been blind, or was it simply that he didn’t want to rock the boat? Anything for an easy life, that was him. But he should have realised his baby daughter wasn’t getting the love she deserved, either. When he wasn’t at work, the child was always handed over to him to nurse and play with. He was the one who tucked her up in bed after a kiss and cuddle. The signs were there, but he didn’t see them. He thought Ruby lavished her love on the child when he was at work. How could he have been so wrong? Lucy was nearly twelve years of age now, and had never known a mother’s love.


‘It’s a quarter to ten,’ Ruby said, through gritted teeth. ‘Yer’d better go and get her because they wouldn’t think of sending her home.’


Bob threw the paper down and left the room without a word. He had nothing to say to this woman who left her child on her own while she was in a pub drinking with her so-called friends. A woman who gave clouts instead of kisses and used foul language instead of words of praise. A woman who had the gall to scoff at a fine person like Irene Pollard for putting her beloved children before herself.


Jack opened the door wide. ‘Come in, Mr Mellor, we’re just finishing a game.’


Bob’s troubled mind eased when he saw the joy on his daughter’s face. She was bouncing up and down on the chair looking more relaxed and happy than he’d ever seen her. ‘There’s no need to ask if yer’ve enjoyed yerself, pet, it’s written all over yer.’


Lucy held out her hand. ‘Look, Dad, I’ve won six buttons. That means I’ve won two games.’


‘Has she behaved herself, Irene?’ Bob asked.


‘Behaved herself! She hasn’t been a ha’porth of trouble. In fact, we’ve had more of a laugh tonight than we’ve ever had. She’s got quite a sense of humour, has Lucy, she’s had us in stitches. My sons are not very good losers, I’m afraid, but tonight they paid up without any argument. In fact, it was worth losing to see her face.’


‘Can she come again, Mr Mellor?’ Jack asked. ‘We haven’t half enjoyed ourselves.’


‘As long as yer mam doesn’t mind. But not when it’s school the next day.’


Jack’s shoulders went back and his chest came out. ‘I won’t have to worry about school soon – I leave in four weeks. I’ll be getting meself a job, then, and me mam’s going to buy me some long trousers.’


‘Good for you, son. I can still remember getting me first pair of long trousers, and me first pay packet. And did I think I was somebody that day! Oh boy, me head was so big I couldn’t get through the front door. And me mam, God rest her soul, was standing in the hallway with her hand out for me pay packet. She was only joking, like, and we had a good laugh about it. Not that I didn’t have to give it to her unopened, mind, ’cos I did. And with me shilling pocket money burning a hole in me pocket, I swaggered down the street like James Cagney. I went to the picturehouse and bought meself a fourpenny ticket for the front stalls.’


‘Good old days, eh, Bob?’ Irene smiled. ‘A shilling in yer pocket and not a care in the world. And a bob went a long way in those days, I can remember.’


‘It went up to one and six when I got me first rise, and I thought meself a rich man.’ Bob sighed inwardly, thinking how carefree life had been when he was a youngster. ‘Come on, pet, it’s ten o’clock, Mrs Pollard will be wanting to get the boys to bed.’


‘Ah, ay!’ Greg cried. ‘We’re in the middle of a hand. Can’t we finish it?’


‘No,’ Irene said firmly. ‘Yer dad will be in any minute. Put the cards back in the boxes and put them in the sideboard, ready for next time.’


Lucy didn’t want the night to end and was sad as she pushed her chair back under the table. ‘Thank you for having me, Mrs Pollard, I’ve had a smashing time.’


‘It’s been a pleasure having yer, sunshine, and ye’re welcome to come at any time. And don’t forget that, either. Any time, night or day, for whatever reason, just give us a knock.’


Bob was working the night shift the following week, and on the Monday night he was hammering an iron rod into shape when the whistle sounded to down tools for their break. He worked in an iron foundry near the Dock Road, where they made everything from small nuts and bolts to huge girders. He’d worked there since he left school and was skilled in all the jobs, so was able to move from a furnace to one of the machines when needed. He got on well with the blokes he worked with, who were easygoing and always willing to help. If one of them was off-colour and not able to keep up the pace, they’d all muck in to keep his job going so he wouldn’t have any pay docked from his wages. They all had families to support and every penny counted.


Bob brought the hammer down one more time, then satisfied the rod was perfect he laid it beside the pile he’d been working on, and reached for his carry-out. He could just go a cup of tea, his mouth was parched. He quickened his steps and caught up with Billy Gleeson, who’d been working nearby. ‘Me mouth feels like sandpaper.’


‘Aye,’ said Billy, ‘it’s the heat from those bleedin’ furnaces what does it. The sweat pours off yer, but yer mouth stays as dry as a ruddy bone.’


They walked past the nut and bolt section to the canteen, and as soon as they walked through the door, Billy groaned. ‘Blimey, listen to those cackling women. They put me in mind of a flock of turkeys being chased by a farmer with a ruddy hatchet.’


‘I heard that, Billy Gleeson, yer cheeky bugger,’ one of the women shouted. ‘Yer want to listen to yerself some time.’


‘Oh, ye’re there, are yer, Peg? If yer’ve nowt else going for yer, girl, yer’ve got a good pair of lug-holes on yer. I bet if yer shut up long enough to listen, yer’d hear Big Ben chiming.’ Billy was smiling as he made his way to the table where the women were sitting. ‘Move up and make room for me and Bob.’


‘I’ve a good mind to tell yer to sod off,’ Peg Butterworth said as she shuffled her bottom along the wooden bench. ‘Turkeys, indeed.’


Bob waited for his mate to sit down, then slid on to the end of the seat. He winked at the woman facing him. ‘Billy knows how to flatter a woman, doesn’t he, Kate? He’s just oozing with charm.’


There were eight women on the shift and their job was sorting and inspecting the thousands of nuts and bolts turned out every day. They were a happy bunch, even if their language would make your hair curl. They could certainly hold their own, too, and gave the men back as good as they got. But Kate Brown was the odd one out. She was always pleasant but kept herself to herself. She was quietly spoken and never a swearword passed her lips. Bob knew she was a widow with a young daughter to keep, and he often thought it must be hard for her trying to hold down a job and bring up a child. But apparently her mother was good and helped out by minding the daughter when Kate was at work.


‘That’s why all the women run after him,’ she said now, her shy smile appearing. ‘With his looks and personality, he’s a real ladykiller.’


‘I’ll have to keep me eye on him, then, to see if I can pick up a few tips.’ Bob was smiling when he took the lid off his carry-out box, but when he saw the contents his jaw dropped and he couldn’t keep the words back. ‘Bloody hell!’


Kate followed his eyes and gasped. There were two rounds of bread in the box and they were cut as thick as doorsteps. ‘Did yer daughter do yer carry-out?’


Bob tried to control his temper as he shook his head. ‘No, the missus did it.’ He lifted the top slice of bread and it took all his willpower not to shout out in anger. In the centre of the sandwich was a piece of brawn about two inches square. He couldn’t believe his eyes. What the hell did his wife take him for? Did she think he was a bloody fool who wouldn’t mind being belittled in front of his workmates? She hadn’t even bothered to cut the bread in two, and if he lifted the huge sandwich out of the box as it was, he’d be a laughing stock. Thankfully, apart from Kate, the others were too busy yapping to have noticed.


He put the lid back on the box in disgust. He’d throw it at her when he got home, along with a piece of his mind. He’d rather starve than eat it. ‘We had a blazing row over the weekend, and this is my dear wife’s way of getting her own back.’


Kate’s heart went out to him. ‘A bit drastic, isn’t it?’


‘I think the word that suits her best is spiteful. Still, I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.’


Kate’s eyes swept around those sitting at the table and, confident that no one was looking, she slipped two of her sandwiches across the table and put them at the side of his box, out of sight. ‘It’s not much, but it’ll keep the hunger pangs at bay. And I’ve got a cake yer can have, too, thanks to me mam. She does the baking, and even though I shouldn’t boast, she’s a dab hand at it. My sandwich cakes always sink in the middle, but not hers. And her fairy cakes melt in yer mouth.’


Kate knew she was talking too much, but it was only to stop any embarrassment Bob might feel. And she sighed with relief when he nodded his thanks and picked up one of the butties. ‘They’re only meat-paste, I’m afraid, me money doesn’t run to boiled ham. But they’ll fill a hole.’


‘Beggars can’t be choosers, Kate, and besides, they’re very tasty. I’m beholden to yer on two counts.’


Kate raised her brows questioningly. ‘How d’yer make that out?’


‘Well, for helping to stop my tummy from rumbling for one thing, and for not laughing yer head off like some would have done. I really appreciate that.’


A faint blush came over Kate’s face. ‘I’ve not done anything the others wouldn’t have done if they’d known.’


‘Oh, they’d have helped, I know that. But they’d have made a song and dance about it.’ Bob leaned closer. ‘I could have said me wife had played a joke on me, and they’d have laughed their heads off. But I’m not lying about it. It was done for spite, and the missus will be sorry she signed when I get home.’


Kate, her hair hidden beneath the turban all the women had to wear on the shop floor, showed a set of strong white teeth when she smiled. ‘Having a row won’t solve anything, it seldom does. Wouldn’t it be better to just kiss and make up?’


Bob gazed at her for a second before lowering his head. He had no right to burden this woman with his problems, she probably had more than enough of her own. So he met her hazel eyes and smiled. ‘Yeah, ye’re right. I’ll probably throw me carry-out at her, then give her a cuddle. It beats a black eye any day, doesn’t it?’


Billy Gleeson, who’d suddenly realised Bob hadn’t contributed anything to the general conversation going on around the table, turned to him. ‘What beats a black eye, mate?’


Kate surprised herself by stepping in. ‘A fairy cake. I was just asking Bob if he’d like one. Me mam baked a batch today and put two in with me carry-out. I couldn’t eat both of them so I was trying to palm one off on Bob.’


Holding out his hand, Bob said, ‘Which I accept with pleasure.’


Billy pursed his lips and tapped the side of his long, thin nose. ‘They say the way to a man’s heart is through his tummy, Kate, but don’t forget this feller’s a married man. In other words he’s took, spoken for.’


‘Men are the last thing on me mind, Billy.’ Kate flicked a crumb from her chin. ‘I’d rather have a fairy cake any day.’


‘That’s put me in me place,’ Billy chuckled. ‘And you, Bob.’


Peg Butterworth stood up when the whistle sounded. ‘Back to the grind, folks.’ She leaned over the table and grinned in Billy’s face. ‘Kate’s right. All men are nothing but a load of bleedin’ trouble. The only time they’re happy is when they’re in the pub supping beer, or in bed taking advantage of their poor, longsuffering wives.’


There was a surge towards the door, and Bob just had time to smile at Kate, and say, ‘Thanks a million.’


Bob let himself in and closed the front door quietly behind him. He felt like flying up the stairs and having it out with Ruby, but the thought of waking Lucy held him back. He’d keep it bottled up until she’d left for school, then he’d have his say. Usually, when he was on nights, he’d make himself a pot of tea and some toast, then slip into bed as Ruby was getting out to see to Lucy. But today he only made himself a pot of tea. This was one morning he’d have his breakfast cooked for him.


Sitting at the table, smoking a Woodbine and supping his tea, Bob was asking himself where it was going to end. They couldn’t carry on like this, at loggerheads with each other all the time. It was no way for a married couple to live, and certainly not the right atmosphere to bring up a child in. Something had to be sorted out, and quickly, because he couldn’t stand much more. A row between man and wife was one thing, it happened in every household, but in most cases it could be ended with a bit of coaxing and a kiss. But what was happening here was no ordinary row; it had gone too far to be sorted out with coaxing and a kiss.


He heard a sound from the room above and knew Ruby would be down any minute. He didn’t move, just stared at the door. And when it opened and she walked through, yawning and scratching her head, he never uttered a sound, just stared.


‘What’s the matter with you? Why haven’t yer gone to bed?’


Bob closed his eyes to shut out the sight of her matted, dyed blonde hair, the hardness in her eyes and her bloated face still caked with yesterday’s make-up. Was this really the girl he’d fallen in love with and married? He opened his eyes and sighed. ‘I’m waiting for yer to cook me breakfast.’


‘Yer what! You cook yer own breakfast!’


Bob picked up his carry-out box and threw it on the floor at her feet. ‘Not after the little trick yer pulled on me last night, I don’t.’


‘What are yer on about? I didn’t pull no trick on yer! I did yer carry-out, didn’t I? What more d’yer expect?’


‘I’m not going to argue with yer, Ruby, I’m not even going to raise me voice. At least not until Lucy has left for school. Then I intend to raise the roof, and I don’t care who hears me. So while I’m waiting, yer can cook me breakfast.’


‘I don’t know what the bleedin’ hell ye’re on about, and I don’t ruddy well care, anyway.’ The washed-out cardigan Ruby was wearing was wrapped across her chest as she bustled out to the kitchen. ‘Yer’ve sat there for an hour, like a stuffed dummy, too bloody lazy to toast two pieces of bread! Yer want yer head testing, you do.’


‘No, Ruby, that’s where ye’re wrong. The day I needed me head testing was the day I married you. But we’ll discuss all this later, when Lucy doesn’t have to listen to her parents pulling each other to pieces. Right now, though, I’ll have me two rounds of toast, lightly done, and a fresh pot of tea.’


Lucy was surprised and pleased to see her father sitting at the table. ‘I thought yer’d be in bed by now, Dad. Yer usually are.’


Bob gave her the brightest smile he could muster before biting into a piece of toast. ‘I felt like some company with me breakfast this morning, so I waited for yer.’


‘That’s nice, I’m glad yer did.’ Lucy looked down at the plate her mother put in front of her. There was no burnt offering this morning, the bread was toasted to a nice golden brown. She knew her father’s presence accounted for this, and she also knew this would be one morning she wouldn’t be subjected to her mother’s taunts or clouts. ‘How did work go, Dad?’
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