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Joan Jonker was born and bred in Liverpool. Her childhood was a time of love and laughter with her two sisters, a brother, a caring but gambling father and an indomitable mother who was always getting them out of scrapes. Then came the Second World War when she met and fell in love with her husband, Tony. For twenty-three years, Joan campaigned tirelessly on behalf of victims of violence, and it was during this time that she turned to writing fiction. Sadly, after a brave battle against illness, Joan died in February 2006. Her bestselling Liverpool sagas will continue to enthral readers throughout the world.


Joan Jonker’s previous novels, several of which feature the unforgettable duo Molly and Nellie, have won her millions of adoring fans:


‘Wonderful . . . the characters are so real I feel I am there in Liverpool with them’ Athena Tooze, Brooklyn, New York


‘I enjoy your books for they bring back memories of my younger days’ Frances Hassett, Brixham, Devon


‘Thanks for all the good reads’ Phyllis Portock, Walsall


‘I love your books, Joan, they bring back such happy memories’ J. Mullett, Lancashire


‘I’m an ardent fan, Joan, an avid reader of your books. As an old Liverpudlian, I appreciate the humour. Thank you for so many happy hours’ Mrs L. Broomhead, Liverpool
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I dedicate this book to all my readers, for without them where would I be?


I would like to say a huge thank you to my niece, Jean, for allowing me to use her wedding photograph on the front cover of this book. She was such a pretty bride and is still as beautiful to this day.




Hello again to my friends


Here is another Molly and Nellie story and the fearless mates are in good form, so sit back and enjoy the fun.


Take care now.


Love


Joan


PS – A little bit of gossip: some of you might remember Brian, my gardener, who pestered me to mention him in one of my books. Well, his wife had a baby recently and I swear his head and chest have grown about six inches. Honestly, you’d think he’d performed a miracle! His wife is called Sam, and she’s very pretty, and the baby is Thomas.




Chapter One


Molly Bennett carried the breakfast dishes out to the kitchen and put them on the draining board. There weren’t many these days, since three of her children had flown the nest. All in the space of two years. She didn’t half miss them, especially at mealtimes when the room would be alive with voices shouting to be heard above the din, and laughter. Lots of laughter.


Leaning back against the sink, Molly let her mind go back over those days. And she told herself she shouldn’t be feeling sorry for herself, she should be glad the three children were happily married and settled down so close to her. She saw them every day, and two of them had made her a grandmother. ‘I should be counting me blessings,’ she told the gas cooker, ‘instead of standing here feeling sorry for meself. So pull yerself together, Molly Bennett, and get some work done.’


She walked back into the living room, and bending over the table she gathered together the four corners of the white tablecloth. Then she took it out into the yard and gave it a good shake before folding it neatly and putting it in the cupboard of the sideboard. While she was doing this with one hand, the other hand was reaching for the maroon chenille cloth which would cover the table until dinnertime. When that task was complete, she tried to put some spark into herself, but she couldn’t raise her spirits.


Sighing softly, Molly told the empty room, ‘It’s Monday morning blues, that’s what’s wrong with me. Just the thought of that tub full of washing is enough to give me the willies. Still, the clothes have been in steep all night, so I’ll only have to rinse them in clean water before putting them through the mangle. And from the look of the clear blue sky, it’s going to be a good day for drying. So, all being well, I should have the clothes pegged out on the line in an hour, and they’ll be dry enough for ironing before Jack and Ruthie get home from work.’


‘Who are yer talking to, girl?’


Startled, Molly spun round, to find herself looking down into the face of her mate, Nellie McDonough, who looked as though she didn’t have a care in the world. This didn’t go down well with Molly, whose heartbeat was racing with shock. ‘Nellie McDonough, yer gave me the fright of me life! What d’yer think ye’re playing at? And how the hell did yer get in anyway?’


‘Yer door was ajar, girl, and I thought yer’d left it open on purpose. You know, like yer were inviting me in for a cup of tea.’


‘Yer must think I want me bumps feeling! It’s Monday, Nellie McDonough, washday! Yer know damn well I won’t let yer in for a cuppa on a Monday morning until me washing is on the line, me beds are made, and the place is cleaned and tidied.’ Molly shook her head. ‘Nellie, it’s no good looking sorry for yerself and pulling faces, ’cos it won’t work. Yer can just turn round and go out the way yer came in. And make sure yer close the door properly on the way out, ’cos I don’t want any more unexpected visitors.’


Nellie pouted her lips and dropped her head as she turned towards the door. But it wasn’t her little girl lost look that caused Molly to follow her, it was curiosity. ‘Why were yer passing my door at eight o’clock in the morning, anyway?’


Nellie kept her head down so her mate couldn’t see the crafty look in her eyes. ‘I was on my way to the corner shop for an aspirin, girl, ’cos I’ve got a splitting headache, and I don’t feel so good.’


As Nellie had anticipated, Molly found herself in a dilemma. She was used to her mate playing the fool to get some sympathy, but as Nellie was a good actress, you could never tell whether she was telling the truth or not. So Molly was torn, and decided to take the middle road. ‘I’m sorry about that, sunshine, and I can’t help yer ’cos I don’t have any aspirin. I’ve got a Beecham’s powder, though, and they’re very good for headaches.’ She put an arm round Nellie’s shoulder. ‘Sit at the table and I’ll mix yer a powder, then I’ll make yer a cup of tea. Yer’ll be as right as rain then, and yer can go home and leave me to get me work done.’


When Molly bustled out to the kitchen, still wondering if her mate was telling the truth or not, Nellie carried the carver chair from the wall by the sideboard to the middle of the room. After using a foot to kick one of the dining chairs out of the way, she placed her trophy at the head of the table. She told herself that she deserved to be comfortable after being clever enough to make up that cock and bull story so quick. Mind you, she didn’t fancy having to take a Beecham’s powder, ’cos she hated them.


‘Here yer are, sunshine, get that down yer while I see to the kettle.’ Molly put the cup down in front of her mate. ‘Yer’ll feel better in no time.’ Then she bustled out to the kitchen again.


Nellie pulled a face when the cup neared her lips, and she shivered with distaste. It was no good, she couldn’t drink it. But what the heck could she do with it? She couldn’t tell her mate now that she didn’t have a headache, because she’d be sent home without a cup of tea. ‘I can’t drink this, though,’ she muttered under her breath, ‘I’d make meself sick. I’d throw it away if there was anywhere to throw it.’ Just as she was saying that, her eyes lighted on Molly’s pride and joy, the aspidistra plant that stood on a little table in front of the window. Now even Nellie knew that plants never got headaches, but they did like a drink now and again. In fact they died if they didn’t get watered, so she’d be doing it a favour.


Her eyes narrowed to slits, Nellie cocked an ear to the kitchen. She could hear her mate getting the cups down, so she’d have time to make it to the aspidistra while Molly was busy, and no one would be any the wiser. Except the plant, of course, but that wouldn’t be able to snitch on her. So slowly scraping her chair back, Nellie put the cup down while she used her two hands to push herself to her feet. Then, after a furtive glance towards the kitchen, she picked up the cup and began the slow, silent walk towards her goal.


In the kitchen, the kettle began to boil and Molly switched it off. But she didn’t pour the water into the teapot, for there was a little niggle in her mind that was telling her to keep an eye on her mate, for the tale she told didn’t ring true. In the twenty-odd years of their friendship, she’d never once known Nellie to have a headache. So she walked into the living room just in time to see her mate’s arm moving upwards, with the cup in her hand tilted ready to pour the contents on to Molly’s pride and joy. ‘Don’t you dare, Nellie McDonough, or so help me I’ll never speak to yer again as long as I live.’ Molly took the cup from Nellie’s hand and glared down at her. ‘My ma gave me that plant twenty years ago, and I’ve treasured it ever since. And you, you sneak, were going to kill it off! What the hell were yer thinking of ?’


‘I wasn’t going to kill it off, I was only going to give it a drink, like what I’ve seen you do plenty of times.’ Nellie put on her innocent face. ‘I was doing you a favour, girl, that’s all!’


‘I’m lost for words, Nellie. I thought I was past being surprised by anything you do. But this little lark takes my breath away. Even you should have known the powder I put in that cup was to clear your headache, not to kill off me plant.’


‘Oh, don’t be getting yer knickers in a twist, girl, not this early in the morning. If yer look in the saucer, yer’ll see I poured half the ruddy water in there! So the drop what’s left in the cup wouldn’t have done the bleeding plant no harm. In fact it might have done it the world of good. Yer might have come down tomorrow morning and found flowers growing, what yer’ve never had in the twenty years yer’ve had it.’


With her nostrils flared and teeth ground together, Molly said, ‘Nellie, aspidistra plants don’t have flowers.’


Nellie turned her head slightly, telling herself Molly was weakening: she could see it in her eyes. ‘What good is a plant what doesn’t ever flower, girl? Waste of space if yer ask me.’


‘Nobody is asking you, Nellie McDonough, certainly not about a plant what yer nearly murdered.’ Molly leaned forward and looked closely at Nellie. ‘Yer haven’t got a headache, have yer? In fact yer never did have one and when yer said yer weren’t feeling too good, that was a lie as well, wasn’t it?’


‘Are yer asking me or telling me, girl?’ Nellie shook her head slowly, for she didn’t want to wake her chins up. ‘If yer don’t calm down, it’ll be you what’s got a headache and not feeling too good. But yer wouldn’t have to worry, girl, ’cos help is at hand. There’s enough Beecham’s powder in me saucer to clear the headache, and the kettle’s been boiled once, so it won’t take me long to make yer a nice cup of tea.’ Nellie’s chubby face beamed. ‘So yer see, girl, there’s no need to get yerself all worked up, which I keep telling yer is bad for yer heart. That’s your trouble, girl, yer worry about things what are not worth worrying about. Like that ruddy plant! I know yer ma gave it to yer and yer think the world of it, but just ask yerself, what is more important? Your life, or me poisoning that bleeding plant?’


‘Oh, I was never worried about the aspidistra, Nellie.’ Molly kept her face straight. ‘Yer see, the only thing in the cup was a drop of water out of the tap, with a spoonful of cold tea added to make it look like I’d put a powder in. Yer see, sunshine, I never really believed the tale yer came up with, about having a headache and not feeling too good. Yer never have a headache, and if yer did get one, yer wouldn’t be going to the corner shop for an aspirin, ’cos Maisie doesn’t sell them. So now we’ve sorted the truth out, I’d like you to get back home and leave me to get me washing out. But I still want to know how you got in here. I’m sure I closed the door after seeing Jack and Ruthie off to work.’


‘Well, ye’re not as clever as yer think yer are, girl, ’cos I hear your door getting banged every morning. Regular as clockwork, you are. And I heard yer closing it this morning. But I’ve got sharp ears, girl, and I didn’t hear the lock click into place like it usually does. So I knew yer hadn’t banged it hard enough. Easy mistake to make, girl; I’ve done it meself before today.’


‘Now I know you watch me every movement, sunshine, I’ll be extra careful. But don’t keep looking at yer chair, ’cos it’s not going to have the pleasure of your company for at least two hours. I’ll see yer at half ten.’


Nellie was very reluctant to lift her feet off the ground, and Molly had to take her arm and escort her to the door. All the time Nellie was muttering, ‘She’s a miserable bugger, even if she is me mate. There’s a ruddy good chair going to waste in there. And even though she wouldn’t agree, I bet it’s missing me, ’cos me backside keeps it nice and warm.’


Thinking of all the work she had to get through in two hours, Molly started to close the door. ‘See yer at half ten, Nellie, and I’ll have a couple of custard creams for yer to have with yer tea.’


She shut the door and leaned back against it, then chuckled when she heard her mate saying, ‘Two fiddling custard creams! She’s killing me with bleeding kindness, that’s what she’s doing, the miserable beggar. Thinks she’s doing me a big favour with two biscuits what I’ll swallow so quick me throat won’t even know they’ve passed through.’


While Molly went back to her kitchen and the dolly tub, Nellie walked slowly to her own house three doors away. She really felt down in the dumps. It wasn’t often she failed to get round her mate, but she had today and it was her own fault. She’d really put her foot in it over that ruddy plant. She wouldn’t give it house room herself. ‘I mean, what good is it? It doesn’t speak or laugh, to brighten up the place. It just stands there, day after day, doing sweet bugger all. And it expects to be given a drink twice a week, and dusted once a week. Molly doesn’t half fuss over it, even washes its leaves with a damp cloth every Saturday without fail. And she even goes as far as moving the ruddy thing away from the window when the sun is shining on it! I mean, that’s going a bit too far. She needs her head seeing to,’ Nellie muttered finally as she used the doorframe to pull herself up the two steps. Then, puffing and red in the face from exertion, she waddled halfway down the tiny hall before coming to a halt just long enough to kick her leg backwards to shut the front door. And when Nellie shut the door, well, the door knew only too well that it had been shut, for it shuddered for a few seconds with the impact.


The first thing that met her eyes when she entered the living room was the fireplace. It hadn’t been cleaned out, and the ashes were spread across the grate and hearth. And the sight added to Nellie’s woes. Pointing to it with a chubby finger, she said, ‘And as for you, ye’re as useless as that bleeding plant of me mate’s. Ye’re just bone idle.’ After a few huffs, she added, ‘And yer can stay like that for all I care. I’m going to give me washing a quick rinse out, while the kettle’s warming up. And I’ve no intention of pulling me guts out by putting the clothes through the mangle, either, ’cos it’s too much like hard work. I’ll wring as much water out of them as I can with me bare hands, then put them on the washing line to drip dry. The kettle will have boiled by then, and I can make meself a cuppa.’ Once again she pointed to the grate. ‘If I’ve got any time to spare after that, I’ll give yer a quick going over with the hand brush and shovel. But only if I’ve got time, mind, ’cos I’ve got to be at me mate’s by half ten. I know it’s only two custard creams, but even that is better than a kick up the backside. And credit where credit is due, she makes a better cup of tea than I do. Don’t ask me how, but I think it’s got something to do with the way she holds her mouth.’ She held up an open hand. ‘Anyway, don’t argue with me ’cos the way I’m carrying on, it’ll be bedtime before I get me ruddy washing on the line.’


Nellie waddled into the kitchen, a hand on each hip. And she put a question to the dark, empty room. ‘Shall I make a cup of tea first, or see to me washing?’ Then she tutted. ‘What’s the point of asking you? I’m more likely to get an extra biscuit off me mate than I am to get an answer from you.’ She began to laugh, and her eighteen-stone body shook. If the floor had been a wooden one, it would have joined in the laughter because floorboards had a sense of humour. But concrete was too thick to see the funny side of anything. ‘I’ve often heard people say it’s like talking to a wall, and here’s me doing it meself. I must be going barmy.’


Rolling her sleeves up, Nellie put the plug in the sink and turned on the tap. While she was waiting for the sink to fill, she had a word with the window. ‘I’ve changed me mind about making meself a cup of tea. I’m going to wait until I get to me mate’s. I don’t enjoy sitting at the table on me own with a cup in me hand and no one to talk to, or have a laugh with.’ She saw the sink was now half full, and turned the tap off before bending over the dolly tub and pulling out a pair of her husband’s working trousers. She wrung as much water out as she could over the tub, then quickly transferred them to the sink, where she dunked them up and down in the clean water.


Now Nellie didn’t believe in wasting time on any job, so the trousers were only given the one rinse before being carried, dripping wet, out to the yard, where they were thrown haphazard over the line, while Nellie went back for some pegs. The next item to receive the same treatment was a double sheet, followed by two shirts belonging to her son Paul. And last but not least came a pair of her own bloomers. And it was when she was hanging these out that she heard her mate’s voice from three yards away and called, ‘Is that you, girl?’


‘It is, sunshine. I was just passing the time of day with me next door neighbour, seeing as we are both putting our washing out. I was saying it was a good job out of the way. Have yer got yours out yet?’


‘Of course I have, girl. I don’t mess around, yer know that.’ Nellie’s eyes went towards the heavens, and she said, very quietly, so her mate wouldn’t hear, ‘That’s only a white lie, St Peter, not worth yer making a note of. I’ll be putting the rest of me washing out later, after I’ve had a little break. You wouldn’t understand, being a man, but a woman’s work is never done.’


Molly’s voice floated over the walls. ‘Did yer say something, sunshine?’


‘Yes I did, girl, but it wasn’t something I want the whole world to know, so I’ll tell yer later. I’ll be in yours in fifteen minutes.’ With that, Nellie moved as speedily as she could up the step into the kitchen and banged the door shut. She didn’t want to hear her mate’s reply.


Molly had called out once and got no reply, so she shouted louder. ‘Half an hour, Nellie, and not a minute sooner. I haven’t made me beds yet.’


‘She mustn’t have heard yer, Molly,’ the neighbour, Irene, said. ‘Is Nellie hard of hearing?’


Molly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. But she did know she’d better get in and make the beds in ten minutes flat. ‘Irene, I’m going in, sunshine, and I hope the weather stays dry for us. See yer later, perhaps. Ta-ra.’


Ten minutes later, Molly was puffing when she stood on the landing. She’d never made the beds so fast in all her life. What with a line full of washing out, pushing the heavy mangle back into the space in the corner of the kitchen, cleaning the grate and dusting the living room, she felt worn out and it was only quarter past ten in the flipping morning! Just wait until Nellie McDonough came. ‘I’ll give her a piece of me mind. It’s all her fault that the day’s routine has been turned on its head.’ And she’d tell her so, as well.


Holding on to the banister, Molly took her time going down each stair to allow her heartbeat to slow down. And as she reached the last stair, she was telling herself this would never happen again. In future, no one would get over the doorstep until she’d done all her housework and was ready, and willing, to receive visitors. Even the Queen wouldn’t be allowed in. But standing in the hallway she decided she’d weaken in her resolve on one condition, and only one. And that was if the person knocking on her front door was Robert Taylor. Now that was something that would make her very happy. And she’d make sure Nellie didn’t get a foot over the doorstep that day, for she’d hog the limelight and no one else would get a look in.


Molly’s wishful thinking was brought to an abrupt end when there came a loud knocking on her door. She didn’t have to open the door to see who it was, ’cos her mate was the only person she knew who was so heavy-handed. ‘Yer can wait until I’m ready, Nellie McDonough,’ Molly said as she sat on the second stair. ‘Yer’ve upset me whole day with yer shenanigans, and I’ve a good mind not to open the door to yer! If I set eyes on yer, I’m sure I won’t be able to stop meself from throttling yer.’


Nellie knew she was in her mate’s bad books, so she thought she’d better do a bit of crawling. Bending down, she opened the letterbox and peered through. She could see Molly sitting on the stairs and said, coaxingly, ‘Come on, girl, open the door. Yer know yer’ll get a headache if I keep on knocking. And besides, it’s not like you to go back on yer word.’


Molly sat with her chin cradled in her two hands. ‘What word was that, Nellie? Quite a lot of words were spoken this morning, and most of them childish and unnecessary. So I think the best bet for us is not to see each other at all for the rest of the day. Let’s cool off, and we’ll feel better tomorrow. Yer see, right now I feel like marmalizing yer for ruining the whole day for me. It’s only half past ten and I’m worn out.’


Nellie called through the letterbox. ‘Is that all it is, girl, half past ten? Well, fancy that! I’m just in time for our usual cup of tea and two custard creams. So yer can’t tell me off for coming too early.’


It was on the tip of Molly’s tongue to shout back that Nellie’s eight o’clock call had ruined the usual daily routine, and now everything had gone to pot. But she knew if she did it would just be a waste of breath. She knew her mate well enough by now to know that if Nellie was determined to get in, then there was nothing more certain than that she would get in. Even if she had to climb over the back yard wall. It wouldn’t be the first time. Mind you, it was many years ago now, and both she and Nellie were a lot younger then. Molly had told her mate not to come in one day, because she wasn’t feeling so good. It was not long after Tommy was born, and she wanted to feed him before putting him down to sleep for a few hours. She wanted a break, so she could put her feet up while he slept.


These thoughts took Molly back in time, and although it had happened over twenty years ago she could see it in her mind as though it was only yesterday. She’d fed Tommy, nursed him until he dropped off to sleep, then laid him in his pram in the hall. Then, looking forward to putting her feet up for a few hours, she’d walked back into the living room and flopped on the couch. She was just about to swing her legs round, to stretch out full length, when she saw, through the back window, a sight she thought must be an illusion. She’d rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hands, thinking she must be seeing things, for that couldn’t be Nellie sitting astride her back yard wall, surely? She thought she was imagining it at first, until her mate waved to her. It turned out that Nellie had asked her neighbour for the loan of her stepladder. The neighbour was very dubious, but Nellie could talk anyone into thinking the sun was shining when in fact there was two foot of snow on the ground. Anyway, Nellie had ended up on the wall, but couldn’t get down into Molly’s yard. And to add to her dismay, the neighbour had taken her steps back in, saying she wasn’t going to be involved with Nellie’s falling and breaking her neck. So, armed with a chair, Molly had had to forgo her rest to rescue her mate. Remembering it now brought a smile to Molly’s face as she pushed herself off the stair. Nellie had been a ruddy nuisance at times, and caused Molly much embarrassment, but those times had been few compared to the number of occasions she’d had Molly doubled up with laughter at her antics. And not only Molly, but all their friends and families.


The letterbox rattled, and Nellie shouted, ‘Come on, girl, those ruddy biscuits will be stale by the time I get them. And me throat is parched with shouting.’


‘Well stop ruddy well shouting, yer silly nit.’ Molly was feeling a lot more relaxed as she walked towards the door. She should take a lesson from her mate and not worry so much. If she lived at a slower pace, she’d live longer.


Her jaw dropped when she opened the door to see Nellie kneeling on the second step. ‘In the name of God, sunshine, what are yer doing down there?’


‘I had to get down here to look through the letterbox, girl, and it’s taken yer so long to move yerself me knees must be locked, because I can’t get up now.’ Nellie was holding on to the edge of the wall to keep her balance. ‘It’s your fault I’m down here, so the least yer can do is give us a hand up.’


Molly saw the funny side and chuckled. ‘Seeing as it’s you, and ye’re me best mate, then I’ll give yer me two hands.’ She pulled Nellie upright, then stepped back to let her enter the hall. ‘But don’t think that means I’m taking any responsibility for yer being on yer knees, ’cos I’m not. Move along now so I can close the door, unless yer want to stand tummy to tummy while we chat.’


‘How many times do I have to tell yer that sarcasm doesn’t suit yer, girl?’ Nellie asked as she waddled into the living room. ‘Yer’ve got the wrong face for it.’


Molly had just closed the door, and was about to follow Nellie, when there was a rap on the knocker. With a sigh of resignation, she wondered aloud, ‘Who can this be now?’


But when she saw who was standing outside, her face lit up. ‘Hello, sunshine, this is a nice surprise. Do yer want me to get something from the shops for yer, when me and Nellie go shopping?’


Doreen was Molly’s second daughter, and lived in the house opposite with her husband Phil, baby Bobby and ninety-year-old Victoria Clegg, who had lived in the house alone for about fifty years. She had offered a home to Doreen and Phil when they got married, and it was a happy arrangement. ‘No, I’m going out to do me own shopping, Mam, to give Bobby some fresh air. I’ve come over because I thought there must be something wrong, with Auntie Nellie shouting through the letterbox. I could hear her shouting but couldn’t make out what she was saying. Are you all right?’


‘Of course I am, sunshine. It was just me and Nellie playing silly beggars. I’ll tell yer about it some other time; it’s nothing exciting.’ Molly called through to the living room, ‘Are yer listening, sunshine? I’m just telling Doreen we’ve been playing silly beggars.’


‘I can’t answer yer, girl,’ Nellie croaked, ’cos me mouth is as dry as a bone.’


Molly winked at her daughter, and very quietly whispered, ‘Tell her a Beecham’s powder is good for a sore throat.’


Doreen whispered back, ‘But a Beecham’s is no good for a throat. They’re more for colds, or headaches.’


‘I know that, sunshine, but do it anyway, and see what me mate has to say about it.’


Doreen shrugged her shoulders, then called out, ‘Try a Beecham’s, Auntie Nellie, that’ll ease yer throat.’


Nellie’s voice came back as a growl. ‘Ha, ha, very funny. Yer look like yer mam, and now ye’re beginning to take after her for being sarky.’


Doreen passed her mother and went into the living room. ‘I wasn’t being sarcastic, Auntie Nellie, I was trying to be helpful. It sounds to me as though ye’re getting a cold, ’cos yer voice is really gruff. And the best medicine for a cold, I’ve always found, is a Beecham’s powder.’


‘I’ll clock the next one who mentions that bleeding stuff again. I’ve heard nothing else since eight o’clock this morning.’


Doreen’s eyes widened. ‘Eight o’clock this morning? You weren’t up and about at that time in the morning, surely? If yer were, Auntie Nellie, then ye’re definitely sickening for something.’


‘Oh, I’m sickening for something all right, and that’s a ruddy cup of tea and two custard creams. I was promised them by your mam at eight o’clock, when she threw me out of the house without any pity. She’s a hard woman is your mam, and if she doesn’t stop messing around, and get me tea and biscuits, then she’ll be a hard woman with two black eyes.’


Molly chuckled. ‘You better go home and see to Bobby, sunshine, and me and Nellie will see yer later. As soon as she gets an injection of tea and biscuits, she’ll brighten up and be back to her lovable, happy self.’


Doreen bent to kiss Nellie’s cheek before walking to the front door. ‘Aunt Vicky will wonder what’s keeping me. She’ll be on pins, thinking there’s something wrong, like I did.’


‘Oh, I’ll tell yer the whole tale later, sunshine.’ Molly looked down at her daughter from the top step. ‘All in all it’s been quite an eventful morning so far. It seems like a week to me; I can’t believe it’s still only half past ten. Still, by the time we get across to yours, me and Nellie will be back to normal.’


Doreen grinned. ‘When ever has Auntie Nellie been normal, Mam? I’d think there was something wrong with her if she was.’ She turned to cross the cobbles. ‘Give us a knock before yer go shopping. Add a bit to the story to make it more exciting. It’ll give me and Aunt Vicky something to talk about. Our life is very dull compared to yours.’ She waved when she got to her front door. ‘I can hear Bobby complaining because he’s due for a feed. See yer later.’


Molly closed the door and walked through to the living room. ‘Did yer hear that, sunshine? Doreen wants an exaggerated account of our shenanigans. So while I’m making the tea, you put yer thinking cap on.’ She hesitated at the kitchen door. ‘But keep it clean, sunshine, ’cos Victoria enjoys a laugh as long as there’s no swearing or tales of what happens in your bedroom.’


Nellie jerked her head back, confusing her chins. They were used to swaying from left to right, even enjoyed the up and down sensation when she nodded, but the quick backward jerk of her head had them flying all over the place. ‘If I’m not allowed to swear, or mention my George’s lust for me voluptuous body, then I’ll have nothing to say. So I’ll leave the talking to you while I sit yawning. ’Cos yer have to admit, girl, that you can’t tell a tale like what I can.’


‘Don’t yer mean I’m not as good a liar as you, sunshine? Because surely yer don’t think for one minute I believe half the things you come out with? Your George, who I have the greatest sympathy for, would have to be Tarzan and Hercules rolled into one to keep up with you. Have yer ever heard the word “stamina”, Nellie?’


Nellie gazed at her with eyes as wide as she could get them. ‘I’ve never heard of half those words, girl, and I’m sure yer make them up as yer go along. When I get the tea and biscuits yer promised me hours ago, then we’ll go across the road and yer can repeat it word for word to your Doreen and Victoria. And they’ll tell me whether yer were making little of my George’s staying power in the bedroom.’


‘I’ll make the tea, sunshine, and then we’ll sit quietly and enjoy our biscuits while I explain about Hercules and Tarzan. And then perhaps we’ll see a smile on yer face.’


Nellie opened her mouth in surprise. ‘Oh, I know who Tarzan was, girl. He was a man and a half, he was. And did yer say my George reminded yer of him?’


Molly knew when it was time to give in, or they’d be late getting out. Not that they weren’t late now, but she’d be best keeping quiet about that. ‘Yes, I did mention your George in the same breath as Tarzan, sunshine. I think it was the eyes, and the shape of their faces. In fact I’d go as far as to say they could easily be taken for brothers.’


Nellie gave this some careful thought. ‘The eyes and the shape of their faces, yer say? So the only resemblance, as you see it, is from the neck upwards?’


Molly’s mind told her to choose her words carefully or she’d be digging a hole for herself. ‘Well, no, Nellie, I don’t think that’s the only resemblance. But yer have to remember I have nothing to compare Tarzan with. While I’ve seen his chest and his arms, I haven’t seen him from the waist down. And as for George, well, I have only seen him from the neck up. So yer must understand why I can’t compare them from head to toe. George is too much of a gentleman to walk round without a vest and shirt on, so chances are I’ll never know properly how alike the two of them are.’ She smiled, chuckled, then doubled over with laughter. ‘If yer were wanting them to look alike, yer could buy George a monkey and call it Cheeta.’


‘Very funny, girl, very funny. But if yer take a good look yer’ll see I’m not laughing. And d’yer know why I’m not laughing? It’s because I haven’t got the energy. Not a drop of water has touched my lips since half past seven this morning. And not a crumb has touched my mouth. I’m so weak, I couldn’t get off this chair even if yer held out a cream slice to me.’


‘Oh, dear, you must be in a bad way, sunshine, if yer haven’t the energy to lift yer hand for a cream slice. I’d better put a move on in case yer conk out on me.’ Molly reached the kitchen door, then pulled up sharp. ‘Aye, buggerlugs, ye’re not the only one hungry and thirsty, so I don’t know why I’m feeling sorry for yer. I haven’t had a drink or bite to eat since eight this morning, thanks to you. In fact, let’s face it, Nellie, your shenanigans have ruined the whole day for us. Our routine has gone to pot. So when we eventually get our tea and biscuits, we’ll have to make up for lost time. We’ll do everything at the double, so no stopping to gab to everyone we pass. D’yer hear me?’


Nellie let her head drop on to the table. In a muffled voice, she said, ‘I can’t hear yer, girl, I’m too weak.’


Molly took the hint, and in seven minutes flat the two mates had a cup of tea in front of them, and a custard cream between their fingers. Nellie had noted there were six biscuits on the plate and her spirits had lifted. She was feeling very generous. ‘Yer know, girl, if I asked George to take his shirt off one day, when he was going down the yard to the lavvy, he would do. And I could give you the wire and yer could come up and see him for yerself. Yer see, if I told yer he knocked Tarzan into a cocked hat for brawn, yer wouldn’t believe me, would yer? But if yer saw it with yer own eyes, then yer’d have to believe me.’ As she moved her head to look into Molly’s face, she moved her hand at the same time, towards the plate with the last biscuit on. ‘He’s very obliging is my George.’


‘I’m sure he is, sunshine, but in this case I’ll take your word for it. And I won’t forget to tell Jack tonight. But so I get it right, let me make sure. George knocks Tarzan into a cocked hat for brawn. Have I got it spot on, sunshine?’


‘Dead on the nose, girl, dead on the nose.’


‘Right, then, let’s make tracks.’ Molly pushed her chair back as she asked herself who was the daftest, her or Nellie? And the answer came right away. She was dafter than her mate, for she was the one who’d be coming back to these dirty dishes. ‘We’ll go up to Jill’s first, see if she wants us to do any shopping. Then we’ll call over the road later. Doreen said she was getting her own shopping, anyway, to give the baby some fresh air.’


Leaving the cups on the table, the two mates left the house, made sure the door was firmly closed, then linked arms and walked up the street with their shopping baskets over their arms.


Jill’s face lit up when she opened the door. ‘Me and Auntie Lizzie were just talking about you, Mam. We were hoping you would call to see the new tooth your granddaughter’s got.’


‘Oh, has she?’ Molly looked delighted until she felt herself being pushed aside by her mate. ‘Ay, what was that for?’


Nellie put on her fierce expression. ‘Have you and Jill forgotten that I’m also young Molly’s grandma? If it hadn’t been for my son Steve, there wouldn’t have been no baby. So just think on in future.’


Jill stepped down on to the pavement and hugged her mother-in-law. ‘I hadn’t forgotten you, Auntie Nellie, how could I? If it hadn’t been for you I wouldn’t have the most handsome, wonderful husband in the world. So come in and see yer granddaughter. You and me mam are in for a surprise.’


Under her breath, Molly muttered, ‘Today’s been full of surprises.’


‘Did yer say something, girl?’ Nellie asked as she pulled herself on to the top step. ‘If yer said what I think yer did, then I agree with yer. Today’s prices are terrible.’


‘No, sunshine, yer heard me wrong. I was talking to meself really, just saying how I fancied one of Hanley’s pies.’


Nellie turned, her chubby face one big smile. ‘It’s funny how you and me think alike, girl. That’s exactly what I had in mind. We’ll get one each for our lunch, eh?’


‘Whatever yer like, sunshine, but will yer move in now, so I can see the baby, and Lizzie.’


The word surprise came up again, but this time it brought cries of delight and pride. For crawling across the floor towards her two grandmas was baby Molly, gurgling with eagerness to get to the two women, who she knew would pick her up and tickle her tummy.


Molly turned her head to hide the tears that sprang to her eyes. They weren’t tears of sadness, but of happiness and emotion. For young Molly, eight months old now, brought back memories of when her eldest born, Jill, was the same age as the baby who was now squealing to be picked up. Same vivid blue eyes and blond hair. Please God the baby would grow up to be as beautiful and kind as her mother.


‘D’yer know, girl, this takes me back over twenty years,’ Nellie said. ‘She’s the spitting image of your Jill, and Doreen. And they all take after you.’


Molly swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to keep her tone light. ‘Are yer trying to tell me in a nice way, sunshine, that me and my daughters are as ugly as sin?’


‘I’m not that daft, girl,’ Nellie said as she bent to pick the baby up. ‘I’d have to say me granddaughter was ugly, wouldn’t I?’ There weren’t many things that Nellie became emotional over, but her two grandchildren brought out the very best in her. She wasn’t a real grandma to Bobby, for they weren’t related, but telling that to Nellie was like asking for a thick ear. Anything that her mate had, she had to have as well. So when Bobby was born they’d settled on making her his adopted grandma.


‘Can I have a nurse now, Nellie?’ Molly asked. ‘Let’s have a look at her new tooth.’ The baby pulled at Molly’s hair and her nose, gurgling with laughter. ‘She doesn’t seem to be bothered by it, so she can’t be in pain.’


Lizzie Corkhill had offered a home to Jill and her then boyfriend, Steve, when she heard they wanted to get married the same day as Doreen to make it a double wedding, but had nowhere to live. And she told herself every day that it was the best thing she ever did.


‘She’s the most pleasant, placid baby I’ve ever known,’ Lizzie said. ‘My Corker cried the whole time he was teething, and look at the size of him now. He’d go mad if he heard me telling yer that, but it’s the truth.’


‘We won’t snitch on yer, Lizzie,’ Nellie said. ‘Not if Jill is going to make us a cup of tea, like I’m sure she is.’


Molly tutted in the baby’s face. ‘Can you hear yer grandma McDonough? She’s a cheeky article, always on the cadge. But nobody minds, really, ’cos she’s very funny and makes us laugh. I’d tell yer I love the bones of her, but she’d hear me and get big-headed.’


Nellie held her arms out. ‘Let me have another cuddle, girl, just for a few minutes. I want to give this little princess a few tips on life. She may as well start early, and who better to teach her than a woman of the world like meself ?’ The baby was punching and kicking as she tried to grab hold of Nellie’s nose. ‘Never mind that now, sweetheart, you just listen to what I’ve got to tell yer. When yer grow up, yer haven’t got to be afraid of asking for something if yer want it. If yer don’t ask, then yer don’t get. Like now, I’ve asked for a cup of tea because I feel like one. And with me cup of tea I’d like a few biscuits. Custard creams if possible, but yer have to take what people give yer, ’cos some folk are miserable and take offence if yer ask. But I’ll give yer more advice as yer grow older, put yer on the right track, like. And now lesson one is over, I’ll pass yer back to Grandma Lizzie, ’cos I can see yer mam coming through with a tray. If yer were a year older, I’d scrounge a custard cream for yer, but ye’re a bit too young yet. But don’t you worry, princess, I’ll see yer never go short. And if yer take after yer grandma McDonough, then yer’ll soon learn the tricks of the trade.’


Molly rolled her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Heaven help her if she takes in everything you tell her, Nellie. Pass her over to me now, and you sit and have yer tea. I’ll try and undo any damage you’ve caused. I know she didn’t understand a word yer said, but I’m not taking any chances.’ Molly held the baby in front of her, so they were looking into each other’s faces. ‘Hello, sunshine, this is yer grandma Molly. And for every lesson yer get off Grandma McDonough, yer’ll be getting one off me.’


Little Moll, as the family called her so there was no confusion with big Molly, was gurgling and chuckling happily. She was a beautiful child, and Molly’s heart was filled with love for her. And with her dad, Steve, being as kind and gentle as her mother Jill, she wouldn’t go far wrong in life. And she would know what it was to be loved, for she was idolized by all the Bennett and McDonough families. Plus, she had a great-grandma and granda, who seemed to have taken on a new lease of life since the birth of Bobby and little Moll.


‘Here, you go to Grandma Lizzie now, sunshine, before my mate empties the plate of biscuits.’ Molly passed the baby over to an eager Lizzie, then took a seat at the table. ‘I see yer’ve left me an arrowroot and a custard cream, Nellie. That was big of yer.’


‘Never look a gift horse in the mouth, girl. And if yer knew the agony I’ve gone through, resisting the temptation, then yer’d appreciate what a good mate I am to yer.’


‘Ah, I do feel for yer, sunshine. It must have been painful having to sit with yer eyes glued to those two biscuits. And I’ll enjoy them all the more, knowing how much you wanted me to have them.’


‘Have yer been to Doreen’s this morning, Mam?’ Jill asked. ‘Or are yer going there from here?’


Molly glanced at her mate, and wondered whether to tell her daughter and Lizzie about the events of the day so far. But she decided it would take too long, and they’d never get to the shops in time. So she settled for saying, ‘I saw Doreen in the street for a few minutes, sunshine. I asked if she wanted any shopping, but she said she would get her own as she was taking Bobby out for some fresh air.’


‘Oh, I’ll go with her, Mam, ’cos Moll could do with some fresh air too. Will yer give Doreen a knock on yer way past, and tell her to wait for me? I won’t be long getting the baby ready, and can have her in the pram in ten minutes. I feel like a walk, and me and our Doreen can have a good natter. Will yer do that, Mam?’


‘Yes, of course I will, sunshine. Me and Nellie have to pass her house to go to the shops. I’ll tell her to wait for yer.’


‘What are yer having for dinner, girl? Have yer decided yet?’ Nellie’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her mate. ‘Yer’ve had all morning to think about it.’


‘I’m having sausage and mash, sunshine, with lots of fried onions. What about you?’


Nellie feigned surprise, shaking her head as she looked over at Lizzie Corkhill. ‘This is unbelievable, Lizzie, and a stranger would think I was telling fibs if they didn’t know I never tell lies. But me and me mate know exactly what the other one is thinking. Every day, I can guess what Molly is having for her dinner. Like today, I’d made up me mind that my George, and Paul, would love sausage and mash for their dinner, with lots of fried onions. That was at seven o’clock this morning, and I never mentioned it to Molly. And lo and behold, yer’ve just heard what me mate said. Isn’t that just amazing?’


Catching Molly’s wink, Lizzie looked suitably impressed. But she was also blessed with a sense of humour. ‘It certainly is, Nellie. It’s more than amazing.’


Jill was leaning back against the sideboard with a smile on her face. She was used to the tales told by the woman who had once been her much-loved Auntie Nellie, and was now her mother-in-law. And she was also getting used to the woman who had given her and Steve a home. For she too was good at telling tales. Not quite up to Nellie’s standard, but enough to keep the house alive. So when Lizzie held her eyes for a few seconds, Jill knew she was being asked to play along.


Lizzie was nodding her head slowly at Nellie. ‘I’ll tell yer why I think it’s more than amazing, Nellie. Now you just listen to this.’ She raised her brow and asked, ‘Jill, tell yer mother-in-law what we’ve decided to have for dinner tonight?’


Jill bit on the inside of her mouth to keep the laughter at bay while she answered. ‘You know what we’re having, Auntie Lizzie. We’re having sausage and mash, with lots of fried onions.’


The loudest laugh came from Nellie. ‘I don’t know who’s the best bleeding liar. Must be me, I suppose.’


Molly wiped a tear away with the back of her hand. ‘It’s about time someone played you at your own game, sunshine. Good on yer, Lizzie.’


Nellie pretended to be put out. ‘Wait until tomorrow. I’ll have the last laugh. And I hope yer all burn the sausages tonight for spite.’


Little Moll didn’t understand a word, but she understood laughter. And her loud chuckles, and clapping hands, told the four women she enjoyed the joke.




Chapter Two


‘It smells good, Mam,’ Paul McDonough said, his dimples deepening when he smiled. ‘I didn’t know how hungry I was until yer opened the front door.’


Nellie came through from the kitchen carrying a dinner plate in each hand. ‘Yeah, I knew you and George would enjoy them. I told Molly that when we were in the butcher’s and she said it was a good idea, and she bought the same for her dinner.’


Her husband, George, left his fireside chair and moved to sit at the table. He was a well-made man, with black hair and a black moustache, both of which were now speckled with grey. He was a jovial soul, with a smile never far from his face. Which was just as well, seeing he was married to Nellie. He loved her dearly, for she’d given him three children, and had made their home one that was warm and happy. Two of the children were married: Steve their eldest, and Lily the middle one. But both lived in the street with their families, and they were able to see them every day. Paul, their youngest, was twenty-two, and had been courting Phoebe Corkhill for nearly two years now.


Nellie put the plate in front of her husband. ‘I’ve been talking to you, and me fingers were burning holding on to that ruddy plate while you were in dreamland.’


George grinned up at her. ‘D’yer want me to kiss yer fingers better, love? I’ll do that if it makes yer happy. As long as yer wash yer hands first, ’cos how do I know where they’ve been?’


‘Ay, buggerlugs, don’t you be getting sarky with me. It’s bad enough when Molly is, but I don’t mind it so much with her being me best mate. It’s coming to something, though, when the man what married me, and promised to love, honour and obey me, forsaking all others till death do us part, starts being sarcastic. I’ve a good mind to pick that plate up and hit yer on the head with it.’


‘If ye’re going to do that, Mam,’ Paul said, brown eyes twinkling, ‘give us time to take the sausages off first. It’s no good wasting them.’


George pulled a face. ‘Thanks for that, son, it’s nice to know we men stick together. I’ll remember that when I come to make me will out.’ This caused laughter, for it was well known that George liked his pint, and Nellie liked her cream cakes, so there wasn’t likely to be any money over for putting away for a rainy day. None of them were good at saving money; it burned a hole in their pockets. George was generous but not stupid, and would probably have a bit put by if it wasn’t for his wife. He knew if she bought anything for herself, she doubled the price when she asked him for the money. He was soft with her and couldn’t refuse because he always saw her in his mind as the lovely, slim girl, full of life, who had first caught his eye. He’d fallen for her then, and loved her just as much now.


‘Are yer not having any dinner yerself, love?’


‘Of course I am, soft lad. Yer don’t think I’d stand over a hot stove for hours just to feed you and Paul, do yer?’


Paul had his mother’s sense of humour. In fact all her three children took after her for being quick-witted, which is why their house was always filled with laughter. Now he asked, in a matter-of-fact way, ‘Haven’t you had yer dinner, Mam? I thought yer had.’


‘What made yer think that? My plate’s in the kitchen. I’m just going to get it.’


As Nellie turned towards the door, her son pulled on her arm. ‘I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Mam, but ye’re growing a moustache.’


Nellie nearly pushed the table over in her haste to get to the mirror over the fireplace. But she couldn’t see anything below her hair. She stood on tiptoe and jumped up and down, but to no avail. ‘This bleeding mirror isn’t a ha’p’orth of good, George McDonough, I can’t see anything but the top of me head. I’m fed up asking yer to move it. I haven’t seen me face since the day we moved into this house twenty-five years ago. I don’t know what I look like, and wouldn’t know meself if I passed meself in the street.’


George chuckled. ‘There’s not many people could say that, love, and even less would understand even if they could.’


Paul had been holding the laughter in, but now he let it rip. ‘Oh, Mam, ye’re a case. And all yer have to do to get rid of the moustache is stick yer tongue out.’


Nellie glared at him. ‘Ay, smarty pants, any more lip out of you and your sausage will find its way to your head. Yer might be bigger than me, but yer’d never win if it came to blows.’ She took up her fighting stance, with feet apart and hands made into fists. ‘Come on, big boy, let’s see what ye’re made of.’


Always game for a lark, Paul pushed his chair back. He got to his feet, and at six foot he towered above his mother. Nellie was lashing out with her fists, and moving around as though shadow boxing, and saying, ‘Come on, clever clogs, let’s see how brave yer are when ye’re up against a professional.’


Keeping a space of two feet between him and his mother, Paul stretched out his arm and put an open palm on Nellie’s forehead, leaving her throwing blows into the air and dancing on the spot. She looked so comical, George was convulsed with laughter. He took a hankie from his trouser pocket and wiped away the tears running down his cheeks.


‘Oh, dear, oh, dear! I think ye’re fighting a losing battle, love, so if I were in your shoes I’d give in before I ran out of steam.’


Paul thought it was hilarious. ‘Hey, Dad, there’s a key on the mantelpiece belonging to the clock. If yer pass it over, I’ll wind me mam up.’


George had an idea of how to put a stop to it. ‘Nellie, didn’t yer hear the bell go for the end of the first round? Yer’ve been disqualified now for breaking the rules.’


Nellie’s punches slowed down, as did her breathing. She looked up at her son with the fiercest expression on her face she could muster. ‘Think yerself lucky, son, ’cos if the bell hadn’t gone, I’d have made mincemeat of yer.’


Paul opened his arms and Nellie walked into them. ‘Mam, ye’re a smasher and I love yer to bits. I pity anyone who hasn’t got you for a mother, ’cos a house without laughter is a miserable house.’


‘Ay, watch what yer say, son.’ Nellie wagged a chubby finger. ‘If the Bennetts and the Corkhills heard yer saying that, they’d have yer guts for garters.’


‘Oh, I don’t mean them, Mam, ’cos I always think of the McDonoughs the Bennetts and the Corkhills as one big family. They have been all my life, and always will be.’


George banged on the table with the handle of his knife. ‘Can you two break it up, please, and eat yer dinners, which must be stiff by now. It’s yer own fault if they are, and I’m going to put me foot down and say yer’ll eat them even if they choke yer. I can’t stand to see food wasted, so get them down yer.’


‘Ooh, er.’ Nellie pulled a comical face as she walked towards the kitchen. ‘The master has spoken, and he must be obeyed.’


She came back with a plate between her hands. ‘It’s still warm and eatable.’ She put the plate down and pulled out a chair. ‘I’ve got two things to say before I start on me dinner, though, ’cos if I leave it till after, I’ll have forgotten.’ Her finger came into play again when she pointed it at Paul. ‘I hope yer don’t think yer won that fight, son, ’cos if the bell hadn’t rung, I’d have knocked spots off yer.’ She gave a sharp nod of her head, and her chins followed her example to show they were in agreement with her. Then she looked across the table at her husband. ‘I like it when yer go all domineering on me. It reminds me of what Mae West said in that picture me and Molly went to see.’ She pushed her chair back. ‘I’ll have to stand up, ’cos it won’t come over the same if I’m sitting down.’


Once again the dinners were forgotten, and this time George didn’t worry about a few sausages going in the bin, for Nellie impersonating Mae West was well worth starving for a few hours. Nellie was about a foot shorter than the famous film star, so although they probably weighed the same, the distribution of flesh was somewhat different. Anyway, Nellie took a few seconds to get her left hip out as far as she could, then put a hand on it. The other hand went to the right side of her head, as though she was patting her hair. And then, swaying her hips in what she thought was a seductive movement, she curled her lips and said, ‘It’s not the men in my life, darlin’, it’s the life in my men.’


As the words left her lips, there came a rat-tat on the front door knocker. She looked down at herself, then at the plates on the table. ‘Who the hell can this be? Just look at the state of the place.’ She jerked her thumb at Paul. ‘You go to the door, son, and tell whoever it is that there’s no one at home.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Nellie!’ George said. ‘How can he say there’s no one in, when he’s opened the door, and the light’s on! It would be best if you went; ye’re better at making up lies than me or Paul. If yer don’t want anyone in, then you be the one to tell them.’


The letterbox rattled then, and a female voice called, ‘I know ye’re in, Mam, so open the flipping door.’


‘Oh, it’s only our Lily,’ Nellie said, relief in her voice. ‘Open the door, Paul, you’re the nearest.’


As she went to sit down George said, ‘Aren’t yer going to clear the table? It doesn’t look good for visitors to walk in and the first things they see are dirty plates.’


‘It’s only our Lily, she won’t mind. She’s seen the place looking ten times worse than this before today.’


‘That’s no excuse, Nellie. Yer could at least take the plates out.’ George moved away from the table and sat in his fireside chair. ‘I bet Molly would be ashamed if she was in your shoes now.’


Nellie stuck her tongue out. ‘Well she’s not here, is she, misery guts? I don’t see you getting off yer backside to take the plates out. Talk about moan-a-bit isn’t in it.’


‘Who’s moan-a-bit?’ Lily asked as she entered the room, followed by her husband Archie. ‘Our Paul just told us yer’ve been having a good laugh, but you look as miserable as sin.’ She noticed the dinner plates on the table and said, ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mam, have we come when ye’re in the middle of yer dinner?’Then she bent closer. ‘Mind you, it doesn’t look very appetizing.’


That remark got Nellie’s dander up. ‘It was more than appetizing when it was put on the table, girl. Even I couldn’t make a mess of sausage and mash.’


‘I’ll second that, Mrs Mac,’ said Archie, who thought the world of his mother-in-law. ‘Yer knock spots off the cook we had in the army. He used to say that if sausage weren’t black, then they weren’t cooked proper.’


George took his wife’s side, too. ‘There was nothing wrong with the dinner; the sausages were fried just as I like them. I was enjoying it until Paul and my dear wife decided to have a boxing match. Fortunately she only lasted the one round and was disqualified.’


Paul was leaning back against the sideboard, his brown eyes shining with laughter, and his dimples deep in his handsome face. ‘Yeah, I was saved by the bell. Me mam said I was lucky she didn’t hear it, because if it went to the second round she would have made mincemeat of me.’


‘But that doesn’t explain why yer haven’t eaten yer dinner,’ Lily said. ‘I don’t know much about boxing, but I always thought a round only lasted three minutes.’ She took after her mother for being quick-witted and having a good sense of fun. ‘Anyway, Mam, how come yer didn’t knock our Paul out in the first minute?’


The quivers in Nellie’s tummy and mountainous bosom were the first signs of the laughter to come. ‘I won’t tell yer, girl, ’cos yer wouldn’t see the funny side. But if you and Archie sit on the couch out of the way, me and Paul will show yer. Are yer game for a bout, son?’


Paul moved away from the sideboard, saying, ‘Mam, I’ll have a bout with you any time.’And a minute later, the room was filled with laughter. Nellie put her heart and soul into the role. With her feet apart, head bent, fierce expression on her chubby face and fists clenched, she played the part well. Meanwhile, all Paul had to do was keep his hand on her head, and make sure he kept a safe distance.


Nellie, for all her eighteen stone, didn’t run out of steam, and in the end it was George who brought it to a close. ‘Yer missed the bell again, Nellie, and that means yer’ve been barred from the stadium.’


‘They can’t do that,’ Nellie said, her face doing the most amazing contortions. ‘They can’t, can they, Archie?’


Archie wiped the smile off his face before answering. ‘I’m afraid they can, Mrs Mac. One bell a warning, two bells out.’


‘Damn and blast!’ Nellie stamped a foot and woke the floorboards up. ‘And I’ve been saving to buy meself a new pair of boxing gloves. Just in case I ever come across Elsie Flanaghan in the street, like.’


‘Nellie, are yer going to take those plates out?’ George asked. ‘I’m sure Lily and Archie don’t want to be staring at cold sausages and mashed potato.’


‘I’ll give yer a hand, Mam.’ Lily took her coat off and gave it to Archie to hold. ‘We’re not pushed for time, we’re only going to last house at the Astoria.’ She picked up a plate and was reaching for another when she noticed the meal on it hadn’t been disturbed. ‘Mam, haven’t yer had anything to eat? This plate hasn’t even been touched.’


‘Ah, well, I can tell yer why that plate wasn’t touched,’ Paul said with a chuckle. ‘Me mam wasn’t herself, yer see. She was Mae West. It’s the way she thinks, yer see. She decided to change her profession. If she couldn’t be a boxer, she’d be a film star.’


‘Look, I enjoy a laugh as much as the next person,’ Lily said, ‘and goodness knows there’s always been laughter in this house. But it isn’t more important than starving me dad and Paul, when they’ve put in a day’s work.’


‘Don’t be getting yer knickers in a twist, girl,’ Nellie said. ‘I’ll warm those dinners up, and they’ll be as good as new. We won’t starve.’


‘Mam, these dinners won’t be very appetizing warmed up, they’ll only be fit for the bin.’


Archie came to the rescue. ‘I’ve got a solution that will please yer. Bin those dinners, and I’ll nip down to the chippy. It won’t take me long, and it’ll solve the problem of hunger. How about fish, scallops and peas? Does that sound good?’


Nellie rolled her eyes as she rubbed a finger in the dimple on her elbow. ‘Sounds bloody marvellous to me, lad. Just what the doctor ordered.’


Lily looked at her husband as though he’d gone mad. ‘Have yer forgotten we’re going to the pictures? Yer’ll never make it back from the chippy in time.’


‘I’m a good runner, pet; I’ll be back before yer’ve had a chance to miss me. Besides, it wouldn’t be the end of the world if we gave the flicks a miss. We could always go another night.’


Nellie’s head and chins were on Archie’s side. They could almost smell that wonderful aroma that comes from a chip shop. But Nellie’s hopes were to be dashed. And her chins, of course.


Lily was standing with the plate still in her hand. ‘You’re not soft, are yer? Yer didn’t want to go, ’cos yer don’t like romantic films. You’d rather have a cowboy film, or a murder mystery, with people getting shot and blood everywhere. Going to the chippy is a good excuse to get out of it.’


The sight and smell of the chippy was getting fainter, and Nellie’s spirits were sinking. ‘There’s no need to take off on Archie, girl, he’s only trying to do us a favour.’ She decided to pile the agony on, and make it a real sob story. ‘I think it’s very good of him, wanting to stop us from starving.’


From his fireside chair, George listened to the exchanges, his head moving from one to the other. Paul leaned back against the sideboard, his head in time with his dad’s. And in both their minds, they were thinking alike. They reckoned it was ten to one on Nellie winning.


‘Put the plate down, girl, and you and Archie go on yer way.’ Nellie thought she was on safe ground, because she knew her daughter wouldn’t enjoy the film if she did go. ‘I’ll fry up the sausage and mash, it won’t take me long, and it won’t kill us. So you and Archie poppy off and enjoy yerselves.’


That did it, of course. George and Paul knew Nellie’s words had clinched it, as did her chins, which were wanting her to nod her head so they could celebrate with a quickstep.


Archie had a mind and humour that matched his mother-in-law’s, and he was laughing inside. She was a smasher was Mrs Mac, the funniest woman on two legs. He’d hopped in lucky when he married the girl he adored, and found out her mother was full of fun, always ready with a joke. There was never a dull moment when you were in her company.


Lily wasn’t behind the door when it came to giving out humour, and she knew her mother inside out. And she loved every inch of her. ‘Okay, Mam, yer can drop the sob story. But I still think it’s criminal to throw good food in the bin. In future, eat yer dinner first, then have yer boxing match, and leave Mae West until suppertime.’


Archie got to his feet, a tall, dark, handsome man, who would stand out in any room. He ran two fingers down the crease in his trousers, then said, ‘If we’re not going to the flicks, we may as well have a game of cards. How about it, Mr Mac? Are yer in the mood for a few hands?’


George nodded. ‘Suits me, Archie.’


‘I’m seeing Phoebe,’ Paul told them, ‘and she can’t play cards. Well, she can play, but she’s not very keen. So you can count me out.’


‘Yer need some food in yer,’ Lily told him, ‘so yer can stay in long enough to eat it.’


‘I’ll get going then,’ Archie said. ‘And I’ll get meself a bag of chips while I’m there.’ He grinned at his wife. ‘I know I’ve not long had a good dinner, love, but I can’t resist chips from a chippy.’


‘Ye’re like a big soft kid, Archie Higgins, with eyes bigger than yer belly.’ Lily grinned. ‘But seeing as ye’re going to a chippy, yer can get me a few scallops. If the batter looks a nice golden colour, I’ll have four.’


As Archie headed for the door, George followed him. ‘Here’s a ten bob note, lad. Yer can’t be expected to pay for the lot.’


Archie waved it aside with a smile. ‘Mr Mac, yer got me out of going to see a picture I didn’t want to see, and there’s nothing I like better than chips from a chip shop. They’re not the same when they’re made at home. So keep yer money in yer pocket and try not to let me win it off yer when we’re playing cards.’


‘Makes no difference where the money goes, lad, as long as I’ve got enough for me ciggies and the odd pint. If you won’t take it for the chips, I’ll either lose it at cards or Nellie will talk me out of it. She’s good at talking, is my wife, and it’s much easier to give in to her at the beginning than end up with a splitting headache.’


Archie stepped down on to the pavement and turned round to ask, ‘Would you part with her for all the money in the world, or swap her for another woman?’


‘Not on your life, lad. I know what side my bread is buttered. Nellie is everything I would want in a woman.’


‘And her daughter is everything I ever dreamed of for my wife. So you and me have got it made, Mr Mac. Two very happy, and lucky, men.’ Archie waved a hand and began to walk down the street, then came to an abrupt halt to add, ‘I’m not frightened of her, but if I’m not back from the chippy pretty sharpish, she’ll batter me.’


George chuckled as he closed the door. His daughter had picked a good one when she married Archie. And his eldest son, Steve, had a wonderful wife in Jill. There was only Paul left now, and heaven only knew when he was going to get married. He’d been courting Phoebe Corkhill for a few years now, and it was about time he made an honest woman of her.


When Molly answered the knocker the next morning, she smiled down at Nellie and opened the door wide. ‘Good morning, sunshine. I hope you are feeling good this fine morning?’


Nellie brushed past and made straight for the living room and her carver chair. She was sitting with her two chubby arms folded and resting on the table when Molly came in.


‘Nellie,’ Molly said, ‘it’s manners to answer when someone passes the time of day with yer. And it is also manners to wait until ye’re invited, then walk in in a ladylike manner. Yer don’t push past without a by your leave.’


As though Nellie hadn’t heard a word Molly said, she pointed to one of the wooden dining chairs. ‘Sit down, girl, while I tell yer what a marvellous time we had last night. Yer missed a treat. It was great, and I bet yer could kick yerself for not being there.’


Molly pulled a chair out and sat down. ‘Yer’ve lost me, sunshine. I don’t know what ye’re talking about. Why would I want to kick meself over something I know absolutely sweet Fanny Adams about?’


‘It’s a wonder yer didn’t hear us, girl.’ Nellie was getting het up because her mate’s attitude was taking some of the shine off what she had to say. ‘It wasn’t a proper party, like, ’cos it only happened because I was acting daft with our Paul, and we let the dinners go so cold they weren’t fit to eat. Our Lily went off the deep end at first, but Archie, God bless him, calmed her down, and the fish and chips were better than sausage any day.’


Molly’s face was a picture no artist could paint. She couldn’t make head or tail of what her mate was talking about. ‘Nellie, will yer calm down, sunshine? I haven’t understood one word yer’ve said. So start at the beginning and tell me what happened when yer put the dinner plates on the table. That seems a good place to start.’


‘Yer don’t want me to go through the whole lot again, do yer? Not before yer make me a cup of tea, anyway, ’cos me mouth is dry as it is. I can’t talk no more until I’ve had a drink to quench me thirst. And it’s yer own fault, girl, for not listening proper to what I was saying.’


‘Nellie, I am not moving from this chair until I know how your Lily and Archie come into it. Then I’ll make us our usual cup of tea and two biscuits, and your thirst will be quenched so yer can tell me the rest of the story.’


The look of disgust on Nellie’s face had Molly laughing inside. One thing her mate wasn’t blessed with was patience. ‘Go on, sunshine. The sooner yer start, the sooner yer get the usual tea and biscuits.’


Her eyes narrowed to slits, to show she wasn’t at all pleased with the arrangement, Nellie began her tale. And halfway through her showing Molly how she was shadow-boxing with Paul, the two mates were laughing their heads off. Words weren’t needed when Nellie was in action, her body language spoke for itself. She was wiping the sweat and tears from her eyes when she told her mate, ‘So that’s how the dinners came to be ruined, girl. And now can I have a cup of tea, ’cos I think I deserve it. And yer’ll get a laugh when I tell yer how our Lily and Archie got involved.’


Molly slid her chair back and with hands on the table she pushed herself up. ‘And will I still kick meself for not being there, even though I wasn’t invited?’


‘Oh, I didn’t have no time to invite yer, girl, ’cos everything happened so quick. One minute we were going to have sausage and mash for our dinner, then me and our Paul wasted a bit of time by larking around. The next thing I know, we’re all sitting down to fish, chips and scallops! It all happened so fast I almost missed it. If it hadn’t been for a bit of fish sticking in me tooth, I’d have thought it was all a dream. Mind you, I’d soon have known it wasn’t a dream when my George raised the roof when he won the kitty. He said it was the first time he’d won anything in his life, except the odd argument now and again with his mates in work. Half a crown he won, but he didn’t keep it; he shoved it across to Archie to put to the money he’d forked out in the chippy.’


Molly couldn’t take it all in. ‘Nellie, I’m completely lost now, sunshine, so I’ll go and put the kettle on. And while I’m waiting for it to boil, I’ll try and get me head together.’


While Molly was in the kitchen, Nellie sat swinging her legs under the chair and running her fingers over the chenille cloth. She couldn’t make out why her mate didn’t understand what she was telling her. After all, she was talking in English, not some foreign language. Perhaps Molly was getting a bit deaf, and couldn’t hear proper. But she shouldn’t be going deaf, not at her age.


‘Here yer are, sunshine, tea and biscuits.’ Molly put the wooden tray on the table. ‘Yer couldn’t get better service if yer went to one of the posh hotels in Liverpool centre. And just think what it would cost yer there, to getting it off me for nothing.’


It was on the tip of Nellie’s tongue to say if she was in a posh hotel, she’d be getting a nice cake stand with cakes and a selection of expensive biscuits, but perhaps it was best if she held her tongue on that subject. ‘Ooh, I’ll drink that tea right off in one go, girl, ’cos me mouth is parched. I hope yer’ve filled the kettle, so I can have an extra cup?’


‘What are yer talking about, Nellie? Yer always have two cups of tea!’ Molly glanced at the clock. ‘We haven’t got time for a long drawn out account of what you and yer family got up to last night, sunshine, so tell me the part from when your Lily and Archie called. Tell it nice and slowly so it sinks in. Then we’ll do our shopping, and when we get back yer can tell me the rest. And I’ll treat us to a cream slice each, for afternoon tea. How about that, sunshine?’


Nellie perked up right away. ‘Sounds good to me, girl, sounds good to me.’ Her chubby face creased into a smile. ‘We can have two cream slices each, girl, ’cos I cadged a shilling off George. He gave it to me out of the money Archie made him take back.’


Molly gave her head a few quick shakes. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me this morning. I don’t seem to be able to think straight. I can hear yer talking, sunshine, but none of it makes sense. Did yer tell me George won half a crown playing cards?’ When Nellie nodded, Molly went on, ‘And didn’t yer say he’d given the winnings over to Archie to help pay for the fish and chips?’


Nellie had a knowing look on her face when she answered. ‘Ye’re doing well so far, girl. Yer can go to the top of the class now.’


‘No, hang on a minute. If George gave his winnings to Archie, how come you’re offering to buy cream slices with it? Something doesn’t add up, Nellie.’


Nellie’s huge bosom and tummy rose to accompany the deep sigh she let out. ‘I’m getting bleeding fed up now, girl, and me head is beginning to throb. I’m sorry now I didn’t eat our dinner when I put it on the table last night instead of acting the goat with our Paul.’ Another deep sigh had her tummy lifting the table off the floor. ‘I made a rod for me own back by thinking that you, being me best mate, like, yer’d get a laugh out of it and we’d both be doubled up with tears running down our cheeks. I should have kept it to meself. Kept me big mouth shut.’


Molly patted her mate’s hand. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, sunshine, but there’s a way out of it, if that’s what yer want. Drink yer tea, forget all about last night, and we’ll get cracking on our shopping. As soon as we walk in Hanley’s, and yer see the cream slices, the sun will come out and yer’ll feel on top of the world. So drink up and we’ll be on our way. I’ll wash the cups when we come back.’


In the butcher’s shop, Tony was putting a tray of mincemeat in the window when he spotted the two friends on the pavement opposite, waiting for a break in the traffic to cross over. ‘Yer mates are on their way, Ellen,’ he called through to the stockroom. ‘Just seeing them cheers me up, ’cos I know we’re in for a laugh.’


Ellen came through wiping her hands on a piece of muslin, and she stood beside her boss and watched as her neighbours, and close friends, darted across the wide, busy road. ‘Ay, just look at Nellie. She’s as light on her feet as a fairy, for all the weight she’s carrying.’


Tony chuckled. ‘Two Ton Tessie O’Shea’s got nothing on Nellie. Oh, I know Tessie’s got a smashing voice, but I bet she hasn’t got the same humour as Nellie.’


The two mates were linking arms when they tried to get through the shop doorway, and when they got stuck it was Molly who had to give way. ‘Why don’t yer get this bleeding door made wider?’ Nellie asked. ‘Honest, yer must think all yer customers are as thin as beanpoles.’ She tutted in make-believe disgust. ‘Have a bit chopped off by the time we come tomorrow, or we’ll take our custom elsewhere.’


Molly glared down at her. ‘If yer didn’t insist on linking me, we’d have no trouble getting through. It’s not the door that’s the wrong size, Nellie, it’s you.’


Nellie’s gasp of horror was so overdone it was hilarious. ‘Well, I like that! I’ve never been so insulted in all me life. And by my supposed to be best friend.’ She appealed to the two people behind the counter, who were having trouble keeping their faces straight. ‘You heard that, Ellen, and you, Tony. Don’t yer think she had a ruddy cheek?’


‘Oh, yer can leave me and Ellen out of it, Nellie,’ Tony said. ‘We can’t take sides between customers, ’cos if we did we’d soon have no customers left. And don’t forget, Nellie, I’ve got a wife and four children to fend for.’


‘Flipping heck, Tony, that was quick!’ Nellie leaned her elbows on the counter and squinted up at the butcher. ‘Yer wife’s had another baby since Saturday, has she? Blimey, yer didn’t even tell us she was expecting. Ye’re a dark horse, Tony, keeping a thing like that to yerself and not telling me and Molly, what are yer two best-paying customers.’ She was really enjoying this and her eyes were bright with mischief. ‘Come on, lad, spill the beans. Is it a boy or a girl?’


‘I think yer must be getting me confused with someone else, Nellie.’ Tony was stumped. ‘My wife hasn’t had a baby. Or if she has, she’s kept it very quiet ’cos she hasn’t told me!’


‘Well there’s something fishy going on, Tony, and if I were you I’d be demanding she comes clean. Yer’ve had a wife and three children for over ten years now, and suddenly yer’ve got a wife and four children. She must be very crafty, that’s all I can say. And you must be bleeding short-sighted if yer didn’t notice she’d slipped another child in.’


Tony was nodding his head and looking thoughtful. ‘Fancy you noticing that, Nellie. And now you’ve brought it to my attention, I can kick meself for being a fool. I thought there was a bit of a crush at the table when we’re having our meals, but it never entered me head to count the number of chairs.’


Molly was moving from one foot to the other. ‘Well, now Nellie has sorted that out, Tony, can we talk about what we’re going to have for our dinner?’


‘I’ll serve yer, Molly,’ Ellen, her next-door neighbour, said. ‘Tony can see to Nellie. What is it yer want?’


Molly sighed. ‘I can’t make up me mind. Honest, yer get fed up trying to give the family something different every night.’


Nellie was all ears, waiting for her mate to say what she wanted, then Nellie would have the same. But now, unknowingly, Tony put his foot in it. ‘I’ve just made some beef sausage, Nellie, but I’ve remembered yer had sausage last night.’


The little woman’s face lit up. ‘Ooh, ay, Tony, wait until I tell yer what happened to those sausages, and what a smashing night we had because of them.’


Molly groaned, and put a hand over Nellie’s mouth while she told a startled butcher, ‘That’s two mistakes yer’ve made since we came in the shop, Tony. One was adding an extra child to yer family, and the other was mentioning sausages. As I don’t want to be here all day, Ellen can serve me with a breast of lamb. A lean one, out of the tray in the window. You can see to me mate.’


Nellie pushed Molly’s hand away, and narrowed her eyes to slits. ‘Copycat, Molly Bennett. Yer saw me looking at that tray in the window, and it was me what gave yer the idea. So bring that tray here, so I know there’s no favouritism. I want to see the two breasts of lamb on the counter, to make sure one isn’t leaner than the other.’


Tony’s shoulders were shaking with laughter. ‘Ellen, will you get the tray from the window, please, while I fetch a tape measure. Nellie is bound to want them measured, as well as weighed.’
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