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I dedicate this book to every one of my readers;
 for the lovely letters, for stopping me in the supermarket or
 street to say how much you enjoy my books, and, of
 course, for your loyalty in buying them when they come 
out. We share the same sentiments in life and enjoy the
 same sense of humour. As one of my characters would say,
 I love the bones of yer.




Dear readers


This is a ‘Molly and Nellie’ classic, which I really enjoyed writing, and which I know you will get great pleasure from, plus lots of chuckles and fun.


Take care.


Love


Joan




Chapter One


Nellie McDonough faced her friend across the dining table and, pressing her finger on the raised chenille of the cloth, made a fabric tunnel towards the middle of the table. While her finger was busy, her legs were swinging under her chair. ‘Ay, girl, there’s not much doing these days, is there? Life is very dull.’


‘Dull! Did yer say dull?’ Molly Bennett’s voice went up two notes as she gazed in disbelief at her friend. ‘In the name of God, Nellie, don’t yer think I’ve had more than my share of excitement over the last thirteen months? Our Tommy, me only son, got married three weeks ago, and twelve months before that I had a double wedding on me hands when Jill and Doreen got wed. I would have thought that was enough excitement for anyone, but that wasn’t all, was it? Our Doreen has a four-month-old baby, and didn’t I worry meself to death the whole time she was carrying? Then, to top it all, our Jill tells us at Tommy’s wedding that she’s pregnant, so I can start worrying over her now for the next six months. I’m made up for them, of course, and I love me grandson to bits, the same as I’ll love Jill’s baby when it comes. But yer must admit I’ve had a hectic, money-worrying thirteen or fourteen months. And you above anyone knows how much running around I’ve had to do, so how the hell yer can say life is dull, well, that’s beyond me.’


‘All right, girl, keep yer hair on!’ Nellie’s chins swayed in all directions as she wagged her head from side to side. ‘I don’t know why yer had to bite me head off, I was only passing a comment.’


Molly couldn’t help grinning. ‘Is that why ye’re wagging yer head – to make sure I didn’t bite it off? I know I’ve been a bit short-tempered lately, sunshine, but letting go of three children in a year is pretty hard going. It was bad enough for me and Jack when the girls left home, but it’s ten times worse now Tommy’s gone. Oh, I know I see the girls every day ’cos they only live in the street, and Tommy calls every night as he still walks home from work with his dad. But the house isn’t the same and I get emotional at times.’


Nellie could feel herself getting on her high horse, and her whole eighteen-stone body was bristling with injustice. ‘It’s no wonder I’ve been feeling miserable for the last three weeks, it’s you what’s causing it. Every day I’m having to listen to yer bragging about yer grandson, or moaning ’cos yer miss the kids. I’m not surprised I’ve been feeling down in the dumps, ye’re enough to make anyone want to stick their head in the gas oven. In fact I have thought of it, but I never seem to have a penny handy for the meter.’


‘Nellie, to put yer head in the gas oven, yer have to get down on yer knees, and yer’d never make it, sunshine. I mean, the penny is no problem, I’d lend yer one, but the knees would let yer down.’


‘Yer’d be daft to lend me a penny, girl, ’cos yer wouldn’t get it back. I’d be sitting in the front row of the stalls in heaven, next to Saint Peter, and we’d be laughing our cotton socks off when we looked down and saw yer trying to get the penny off George. Now my feller isn’t what yer’d call tight, but he definitely wouldn’t fork out a penny after the job was done. He might have lent yer one before, but not after. He’s not that daft.’


‘This is not a very pleasant subject, sunshine, so can we talk about something else, if yer don’t mind? Something that won’t give me nightmares, like seeing you laying on the kitchen floor with yer head stuck in the gas oven. It doesn’t bear thinking about, and it’s not a sight I’d like to see.’


‘I wouldn’t show yer up, girl, I’d make meself presentable first. Yer wouldn’t have to worry about calling the police out, ’cos I would have put clean knickers on.’


‘Oh, yeah, I can see it all now,’ Molly said. ‘I call the police and tell them I lent yer a penny so yer could gas yerself. But before yer passed away, yer’d left instructions to say I wasn’t to be embarrassed ’cos yer’d changed yer knickers.’


‘D’yer know what, girl?’ Nellie leaned forward and rested her mountainous bosom on the table so she wouldn’t keep banging it. ‘Yer’ve not half cheered up, yer’ve got a smile on yer face and a twinkle in yer eyes.’


‘I might look better, but I can’t snap out of me sadness just like that.’ Molly snapped a finger and thumb. ‘I miss me kids and that’s all there is to it. We used to have a good laugh around the table eating our meal every night, and now there’s just me and Jack and Ruthie. Thank goodness she won’t be getting married for at least six years.’


‘Don’t bite me head off again, girl, but I’ve got to say what’s in me mind whether yer like it or not.’ Nellie lifted her bosom from the table and sat back on the wooden dining chair. The chair wasn’t very happy about this, and made its complaint known by creaking loudly. ‘Yer were moaning about yer children leaving home, but yer never think about whether I miss our Steve or not. And yer go on about Jill being pregnant, and how yer’ll worry about her. Yer seem to forget it was my son what put her in the family way, she didn’t manage it all on her own. So I have as big a stake in the baby as you have, and I’m entitled to worry as well.’


The emphatic nodding of Nellie’s head had the chair creaking and groaning and her chins trying hard to keep in rhythm. ‘Of course yer have as much right as me, sunshine, and I wouldn’t leave yer out for all the money in the world.’ Molly bit on the inside of her lip to stop herself laughing in Nellie’s face. ‘And while I’m on the subject of money, there’s no way I can afford to buy a new dining-room suite in the foreseeable future, so would yer transfer yer backside to the chair what I bought especially for yer? It’s stronger than these, yer see, and it’s used to your bottom now.’


Nellie scratched her head. ‘We weren’t on the subject of money, girl, it was you what brought it up. And d’yer have to use long words just to make me look ignorant in front of people?’


Molly let her eyes roam the room. ‘Which people, sunshine? There’s only me and thee here. And what word are yer on about?’


‘If I knew it, I wouldn’t be asking, would I? I can’t even say it, but I remember yer won’t be able to buy a dining-room suite in it.’


Molly narrowed her eyes. ‘Sometimes I think yer act daft when all the time yer know far more than yer let on. Everyone understands what “the foreseeable future” means, so if I was going to try and trick yer I’d be more inclined to interject a word like “assiduously”.’


Nellie could feel her tummy shaking, lifting the dining table from the floor, so she stood up quickly and leaned on the table with clenched fists. ‘A tanner says yer don’t know the meaning of that last word what yer just came out with.’


‘Don’t waste yer money, sunshine,’ Molly said. ‘Yer’ll only lose.’


Nellie pursed her lips and, nodding knowingly, folded her arms which disappeared from sight beneath her bosom. ‘Not this time I won’t lose, girl, so the tanner bet is on. Say that word again, then tell me what it means. And don’t forget Corker’s home now, so I’ll be asking him for advice.’


‘Yer can write to the King for advice for all I care, sunshine, but I won’t take a tanner off yer. If yer lose yer can buy me a cake. Is that all right with you?’ When Nellie nodded, Molly felt a pang of guilt and almost owned up to truth: that she’d been going through the dictionary last night expressly to find a word she could use to pull her friend’s leg. ‘The word is assiduously, and it means carefully and regularly.’


It’s a good job Nellie was standing because the chair wouldn’t have stood an earthly under her huge body which was shaking with merriment. There wasn’t an inch of her that wasn’t in motion. ‘Careful and regular! Oh, yer mean like going to the lavvy every day?’ In between hoots of laughter, and bending down to try and get her breath, she said, ‘I’ll have to ask George about that tonight. How can I put it now? Shall I ask if he’s been assiduously to the lavvy, or if he’s been to the lavvy assiduously?’


Molly looked at her mate’s face which was creased into a huge grin. The devilish merriment lurking in those hazel eyes made Molly want to round the table and hug the woman who had filled her life with laughter for the last twenty odd years. The four-foot-ten, eighteen-stone bundle of happiness whom she loved like a sister. But if she told Nellie that now her mate would stop every person they met on their way to the shops, and with head held high and breasts standing to attention would repeat the compliment Molly had paid her. And the shopkeepers wouldn’t be left out, they’d get action as well as words. But Nellie always got a smile of welcome when she entered any shop because the assistants knew her antics would brighten their day.


‘Well, sunshine, it’s nice to sit and have a natter, but I think it’s time for us to get our messages in.’ Molly pushed her chair back. ‘I want to stop at Doreen’s to see if she needs anything, save her going out.’


‘Ah, ay, girl, we’ve only had one cup of tea! Let’s have another.’


‘It won’t be fit to drink, it’ll be stiff.’


‘It’ll be wet and warm, and that’ll suit me fine.’ A glint came into Nellie’s eyes. ‘And I know yer’ve got a couple of custard creams left, so they’d go down a treat with the tea.’


Molly gasped. ‘How d’yer know that?’


Not in the least embarrassed, Nellie grinned. ‘I sneaked a look in yer pantry when yer went down the yard for a quick one. So it’s yer own fault for leaving me.’


‘No, it’s not my fault, Nellie McDonough! I don’t expect me friends to go snooping as soon as I’m out of the room. I wouldn’t have the nerve in someone else’s house.’


‘Ah, yeah, but you’re not like me, are yer, girl? I’m a different breed to you. I mean, yer don’t tell lies, only now and again a little white one, and yer don’t really swear. Me now, I tell whopping big fibs and swear like a trooper.’


‘Yer wouldn’t be bragging about telling lies and swearing, would yer? ’Cos I don’t see anything to brag about, yer should be ashamed of yerself.’


‘I’ll make a deal with yer, girl. If you’ll pour the tea out, while we’re drinking it and eating our custard cream, I’ll tell yer all about how ashamed of meself I am.’ Nellie sensed a weakening and added a little bonus. ‘And I’ll mug us to a cream cake when we get to Hanley’s.’


Molly’s resistance faded as the thought of a fresh cream cake had her mouth watering. And if Nellie didn’t mind drinking tepid tea, who was she to argue? ‘That sounds very appealing, sunshine, and I’m not going to refuse. But remember, I can’t return the favour because I’ve only got Jack’s wages coming in now while you have three.’


‘Holy suffering ducks, girl! Have yer found something else to moan about? Ye’re turning into a right moaning Minnie.’


‘Oh, I have no qualms about letting yer buy a cake for me, sunshine, I don’t feel obligated to return the treat. Not after the thousands of cups of tea yer’ve had in here. And the sugar and milk on top. It’ll take yer a lifetime to pay all that back.’


Nellie didn’t turn a hair. With a look of pure innocence on her face, she moved to where the carver chair stood and carried it to the table. It was a strong chair, with polished arms, and well able to support her ample proportions. When she plonked herself down, there wasn’t a peep out of it. ‘Yer forgot to mention the biscuits I’ve had, girl, so I’d better remind yer in case ye’re making a list of the debts I owe yer.’


‘Yer’ve well paid yer debts, sunshine. Yer paid them with all the fun and happiness yer’ve given me and mine over the years.’ Molly pulled a face as she poured out the lukewarm tea. But as much as she loved her friend, she had no intention of making a fresh pot. There was shopping and work to be done. ‘Yer’ve paid up in full, Nellie, account cleared.’


Nellie jerked her head back, throwing her chins into turmoil. ‘Thank God for that!’ There was more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice. ‘I don’t need to stay awake every night, worrying about when yer going to send the bailiffs in.’


Molly handed her a cup, saying, ‘I can’t see anything keeping you awake at night, sunshine. Yer wouldn’t worry if yer backside was on fire.’


‘Nothing would keep me awake all night, girl, but there’s a feller laying next to me in bed, and he sometimes keeps me awake. He can’t resist me voluptuous body.’


‘Right, that’s it!’ Molly glared across the table. ‘Once we get to talking about your bedroom, then it’s time to call it a day. So get that tea down and let’s be on our way.’


Like a little girl doing as she was told, Nellie lifted the cup to her lips. Loudly enough for Molly to hear, she muttered, ‘I feel sorry for her feller, he picked a real cold fish when he picked her.’


Doreen greeted her mother and Nellie with a smile and a kiss. Motherhood suited her, she looked the picture of health and prettier than ever. ‘I’m glad yer called, Mam, ’cos I’d like yer to get some shopping for me, if yer don’t mind.’


‘That’s what we’ve called for, sunshine.’ Molly crossed the room to where a frail old lady sat in her rocking chair, a smile of welcome on her face. Miss Victoria Clegg was ninety years of age, and although she could no longer get around as she used to, she still had all her faculties. A spinster, she was loved by everyone, especially Molly’s daughter and her husband Phil whom she had taken in and given a home to. And when the baby came along, it seemed to have given the old lady a new lease of life. With no family of her own, she considered God had been watching over her when she was befriended by the Bennetts and McDonoughs. They had made her part of their families, and she thanked the Good Lord for it every night.


‘How are you this fine day, Victoria?’ Molly had a hand on each of the wooden arms of the chair and smiled down into the old lady’s faded blue eyes. ‘I’ve got to say yer look good, so my daughter can’t be such a bad cook.’


‘She’s a marvellous cook, Molly, and a marvellous housewife and mother.’ The old lady looked past Molly to where Nellie was standing. ‘And what has Mrs McDonough been up to so far today?’


‘I haven’t been up to nothing, girl, it’s me mate what’s been playing up. She was in a right miserable mood when I called for her, and all the time I was in her house she did nothing but find fault with me.’


Doreen leaned back against the sideboard and waited to be entertained by the woman she’d always known as Auntie Nellie, and who was like a second mother to all the Bennett children. ‘Oh, aye, and what’s me mam done now?’


‘Well, it’s difficult to know where to start, girl, ’cos according to her, I’ve got more things wrong with me than I’ve got right. But I won’t burden you and Victoria with me woes, except to tell yer that two of her complaints were I swear like a trooper and I’ve got no sympathy for her in her time of sadness. Oh, and I’m a nosy poke into the bargain.’


‘Are yer cut to the quick, Auntie Nellie?’ Doreen asked. ‘Has me mam upset yer?’


‘Oh, yer’ll never know how much, girl, never. She’s me mate, but sometimes she can be a right cruel cow.’


Victoria was used to this sparring; in fact she looked forward to it. She’d never known a day when these two friends hadn’t brought a smile to her face and filled her room with laughter. ‘I don’t think Molly was far wrong when she said yer can swear like a trooper, Nellie. Not that I’ve ever heard a trooper swear, mind, but I have heard you forget yerself sometimes and come out with the odd swear word. But I have to admit I don’t see enough of you to know whether ye’re nosy or not.’


Molly jerked her head at Nellie. ‘Explain to them the reason I said yer were nosy. Go on, tell them and see what they think.’


‘All this because I was truthful with her.’ Nellie’s nodding head set her layers of chins jiggling up and down in harmony. Until she changed tactics and began to shake her head, then they decided it was every chin for himself. ‘I’ll tell her lies in future, it’s easier.’


‘Don’t be shy, sunshine,’ Molly said. ‘Tell them why I said yer were nosy.’


When Nellie let out a deep sigh, it was as if her bosom had been blown up by a bicycle pump. ‘Honest, talk about making a mountain out of a molehill isn’t in it. All I did was look in her pantry to see if she had any biscuits to have with our cup of tea. That’s all I did, yet to hear the way she took off on me, anyone would think I’d killed the cat.’


‘Me mam hasn’t got a cat, Auntie Nellie.’


‘I know that, girl, but I was just supposing.’ Hitching her bosom, Nellie came up with a thought. ‘If yer mam did have a cat, girl, I would have trod on it and killed it ages ago. Yer see, I haven’t seen me feet for years, so I can’t see where I’m putting them.’


‘Nellie, will yer stop prevaricating and get on with it! The day will be gone before we get to the shops.’


‘All right, girl, whatever you say.’ With that, Nellie folded her arms and clamped her lips tightly shut.


Molly looked confused. ‘What are yer doing now?’


‘Yer told me to stop it, so I’ve stopped!’


‘I told yer to stop prevaricating, not to stop talking!’


‘I didn’t know what that word meant, girl, but I do know the meaning of the word stop. Yer see, big words are all very fine, but what use are they if nobody understands the bloody things but yerself? Yer could have a fine conversation with yerself, but it would be very one-sided and there’d be no fun in that.’ Nellie’s head went back and she looked up at the ceiling. ‘It’s no good me asking her to repeat the word so I can tell my feller tonight, ’cos it’s taking me all me time to remember assiduously.’


Oh, dear lord, Molly thought, we’ll be here all day at this rate. It would suit Nellie fine because she never worried about whether the dinner was ready for her family coming in from work. If it wasn’t then it was just too bad and they’d have to wait. ‘Nellie, will yer tell Doreen and Victoria where I was when yer went snooping in my pantry?’


‘Yer’d gone to the lavvy, girl, I thought yer knew that. I mean, yer wouldn’t have let me snoop if yer were there, would yer?’ Then she said in a defiant voice, ‘I don’t think that was being nosy. We’ve been friends long enough to do what we like in each other’s house.’


‘Oh, so I can go in your house, wait until yer go down the yard, then sniff around to see how many biscuits yer’ve got?’


Nellie didn’t answer but dropped her head and gazed down at the floor. After a few seconds the three women could feel the floorboards move beneath their feet, and they were ready when Nellie burst out laughing. The sound ricocheted off the walls, and although Nellie was the only one who knew why she was laughing, it was so infectious the others joined in. Rubbing a chubby hand across her eyes, she gulped, ‘Oh, dear, oh, dear, oh, dear! Molly, girl, I’ll tell yer something to save yer the bother of searching me pantry for biscuits. If yer searched for a month of Sundays yer’d never find any, ’cos there’s never any there, not even a crumb.’


‘Who are yer kidding, sunshine? Yer forget, I’m always with yer at the shops, and when we get biscuits at the corner shop, you get exactly the same as I do. So don’t be pleading poverty because I know different.’


‘Oh, yer see me getting them, girl, I’ll grant yer that. But yer don’t see me eating them, do yer? And cross my heart and hope to die, I’m telling yer the truth. Any biscuits I get are eaten the same day. None over, all gone.’


‘Are yer telling me that you and yer family can polish a pound of biscuits off in one day? That’s greedy, that is.’


‘No, not me family, girl, they haven’t got a sweet tooth like me. George might have one with his cup of tea before he goes to bed, but that’s all. I’m the guilty party, I eat the blinking lot. All by meself, on me tod.’


Molly’s hands went to her hips and her head tilted. ‘Are yer telling us, Nellie McDonough, that you go through a pound of biscuits, on yer own, in one day? I don’t believe yer! No one can be that greedy, especially when they’re so hard to come by.’ Another thought struck her. ‘And yer have the cheek to come to my house and cadge whatever I’ve got! That is downright cheeky, that is.’


‘I can’t help it if I’ve got no willpower, girl! I do try, honest I do, but while I know there’s biscuits in me pantry, I can’t leave them alone.’ Then came Nellie the drama queen. ‘They seem to draw me like a magnet.’ She stretched out her arms and grunted as she drew them slowly back, as though from the effort of pulling a heavy weight towards her. ‘It’s just like that, girl, honest! I try to take me mind off them, but like I say, it’s as if I’m being drawn to them like a magnet. Even at two o’clock in the morning I can’t resist the pull. Many’s the night I’ve crept down the stairs while all the family were asleep, and scoffed the last two ginger snaps. And yer’ll never believe me, but once I know there’s none left, I can creep back up the stairs, climb into bed and go fast asleep.’


Molly didn’t believe her for a second, but had to admit her friend could be very entertaining exaggerating any situation. ‘Oh, and George didn’t feel yer getting out of bed, didn’t hear yer going down the stairs, and climbing back into bed? He must be a very heavy sleeper, your feller. Or deaf.’


‘I have woke him up a few times, but I tell him I’ve been down the yard. And he believes me when he feels me cold feet on his back.’


‘Nellie,’ Victoria said, pressing a hand against the stitch in her side, ‘yer definitely should have got a job on the stage or the films ’cos ye’re far better at acting than most of the big stars. If only you’d been seen by a talent scout they would have snapped yer up. Oh, yes, fate has definitely been unkind to you.’


The little woman rose to her full four foot ten, for this was praise indeed. ‘Thank you, Victoria, you’re the only one of my friends to recognize talent when they see it.’


‘Shush!’ Doreen put a finger to her mouth and strained an ear. ‘There’s Bobby crying, it must be time for his feed.’ She made haste to the stairs, saying, ‘Yer can tell the time by him, he’s every three hours on the dot.’


‘We’ll wait for Doreen to come down and tell us what she wants from the shops, sunshine. And after I’ve had a cuddle from me grandson we’ll be on our way.’


‘Oh, ye gods and little fishes, she’s going all soppy again.’ Nellie tried hard to put a look of disgust on her face. ‘It’s enough to make yer sick.’


‘Wait until Jill and Steve have their baby, then yer’ll be just the same,’ Victoria said. ‘Your first grandchild . . . you and George will be over the moon.’


‘Of course she will! She just likes to play the tough guy, that’s all. It’s these gangster films she sees. One day she’s Edward G. Robinson, and the next James Cagney.’ Molly glanced out of the window. ‘It’s a nice blue sky, a good day for washing.’


‘Is it nice out, Molly?’ Victoria asked. ‘It seems to be, looking out of the window, but sometimes looks are deceptive.’


‘Yeah, it is nice, considering we’re into October.’ Molly smiled down at the old lady, and suddenly, without any warning, it was as if someone had switched on an electric light in her head. She could see Victoria walking down the street with Doreen holding the ninety-year-old firmly by the arm for support. They never walked far, just down to the shops and back, but the old lady liked the fresh air, and stopping to chat to neighbours who made a fuss of her. There had been no walks since the baby arrived, though, and Molly was now cursing herself for being so thoughtless. How could Doreen take Victoria out and push the pram at the same time? It was impossible because the old lady had to be supported. This was something Molly should have seen. She probably would have realized if she hadn’t been so busy, but that wasn’t a good enough excuse.


She closed her eyes briefly. How could she have been so thoughtless that her neighbour whom she loved dearly was now reduced to asking what the weather was like outside? Victoria would never ask to be taken out, she’d consider that to be imposing herself. But she shouldn’t have to ask, and wouldn’t have needed to if Molly had given her a thought. It was time to make up for her lack of care and concern. ‘Would yer like a short walk, Victoria, to get some fresh air? Me and Nellie would be only too glad to take yer, and we’d walk yer nice and slow.’


‘No, that’s all right, sweetheart, yer’ve got enough to worry about without me adding to it. It was kind of yer to ask, though.’


Doreen came down the stairs holding the baby close in her arms. ‘I heard that, Aunt Vicky, and ye’re telling fibs ’cos I know yer’d love to go out for a little walk. So don’t be so ruddy stubborn and go with me mam and Auntie Nellie. I’ll have finished feeding Bobby by the time yer get back.’


Nellie had been pondering while this was going on. Like her mate, she loved the old lady to bits and would do anything for her. And it would be a bit of a bonus as well, ’cos Molly couldn’t blame her when people stopped to chat to Victoria. ‘Don’t take no arguments from her, just tell her to get her coat on.’ She winked at the old lady whose eyes were looking decidedly brighter. ‘We’ll run yer down to the butcher’s and back. That should be no problem to a spring chicken like yerself. In fact, if my corn starts playing me up, yer could give me a piggy-back.’


‘If you hold the baby, Mam, I’ll get her coat,’ Doreen said. ‘And she’ll need a scarf, even though yer say it’s nice out. We can’t have her getting a cold.’


Molly held her grandson, and when she heard him gurgling, and felt his feet and arms waving about, all the love she had for this tiny scrap of humanity welled up within her. ‘Ooh, I love yer that much I could eat yer!’ She bent and kissed his forehead. ‘I’m sure he knows me, Doreen, he’s smiling at me.’


‘Oh, my gawd, she’s off again.’ Nellie sighed and tutted. And because she didn’t know whether to shake or nod her head, her chins were allowed the freedom to do as they pleased. ‘If yer ever hear me getting as soppy as that when my grandchild arrives, tell me to put a sock in it, Victoria.’


Doreen was helping the old lady on with her coat while she grinned at the woman who was like a second mother to her. ‘Yer’ll be singing a different tune then, Auntie Nellie. As soon as the baby is put in yer arms, yer’ll be hooked for life. And I promise yer, yer wouldn’t have it any other way.’ After she’d fastened the buttons on the coat, she looked into her old friend’s lined face and gave a conspiratorial wink. ‘Jill and Steve were only wondering the other night, if they had a baby girl, would it take after you?’


‘Not on your life,’ Molly said. ‘The world is not big enough for two Nellie McDonoughs. And seeing as the baby will be my grandchild as well, can yer ’magine what I’d have to put up with? No, if it resembles Nellie in any way, I’m going to ask our Jill to send it back ’cos I can’t afford to keep two of them going in biscuits.’


‘Have yer had the wireless on this morning, Mam?’ Doreen asked. She waited until Molly shook her head, then said, ‘Sweets have come off rationing from today. So yer can go in any shop and buy as much as yer like.’


Nellie punched the air for joy. ‘Yippee! I’m going to buy meself a slab of Cadbury’s from the corner shop, and eat the whole lot on the way to the butcher’s.’ She glared at Molly, daring her to comment. ‘And I’m not going to share it, so there!’


‘I don’t care if yer make a pig of yerself, sunshine, but don’t ever again come crying to me because yer can’t bend down to fasten yer shoes. Yer’ll never lose that tummy if yer carry on eating biscuits and sweets.’


‘Yer can’t shame me, girl, ’cos when it comes to chocolate there’s no shame in me. If I had to choose between a slab of Cadbury’s or being able to fasten me shoes, then I’d go ruddy barefoot.’ When Molly shrugged her shoulders as if to say, ‘What can you do with her?’ Nellie turned away and muttered, ‘Miserable cow! She’s only jealous ’cos she hasn’t got a voluptuous body like mine what has all the men chasing after me. Even Tucker the coal man told me last week he’d lusted after me for years.’ She turned suddenly to face Molly, her grin spreading from ear to ear. ‘He offered to give me a ride on his horse if I’d meet him down the side entry one night, when it’s dark.’


‘Oh, and was he going to bring a ladder with him?’ Molly asked. ‘Yer’d need one to get on the horse.’


‘Nah! He said he’d give me a leg up.’


Molly was looking down at the baby, and when she burst out laughing she spluttered all over him. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Bobby, but yer can blame yer Auntie Nellie. And I only hope to God she’s learned how to control her tongue by the time ye’re old enough to understand her.’


Nellie waddled over to gaze down at the baby. Rubbing a chubby finger over the soft, smooth skin, she said, ‘No, ye’re laughing, aren’t yer, son? And who made yer laugh? Why, yer Auntie Nellie, that’s who. You and me are going to get on just fine ’cos yer’ve inherited my sense of humour, not yer other grandma’s.’


The other three women looked at each other with raised brows. Then Molly said, ‘How can he have inherited your sense of humour, sunshine, when he’s not even related to yer? You are not his grandma!’


Nellie shifted position to stand with feet apart. Folding her arms, she glared at Molly. ‘Let me get this straight before I clock yer one. When my Steve has his baby, you’ll expect to be its grandma, won’t yer?’


‘Well, I will be his grandma, ’cos it’s my daughter what’s having the baby! So naturally I’ll be its grandmother.’


But Nellie wasn’t going to budge. ‘Then how come I can’t be a grandma to Bobby? Doreen’s your daughter, same as Jill. So if you can be grandma to my son’s baby, why can’t I be grandma to your daughter’s?’


As she handed the baby over to her daughter, Molly was shaking her head. ‘If I give her an answer to that, she’ll keep it up and we’ll never get out. So from this minute, Helen Theresa McDonough is your son’s grandma.’ She winked before going on. ‘I’m not doing the poor child any favours, but it’ll stop me from having to listen to yer Auntie Nellie bringing the subject up every ruddy day.’


Molly spun around to see a smile on her mate’s face. ‘Did yer hear that, sunshine? You are now a grandma to my grandson, and that means watching what yer say in front of him when he gets a bit older, buying him an Easter egg every year, and a birthday and Christmas present. Is that understood?’


Nellie tried to click her heels together as she stood to attention, but there was too much fat between them. So she settled for a smart salute. ‘Aye, aye, sir! Understood, sir! I am to watch me language, never mention me voluptuous body what the men crave for, never, ever mention the antics me and my feller get up to in the bedroom, and spend all me money on presents! I’m beginning to wonder what I’m letting meself in for.’


‘Please yerself, sunshine, it’s no skin off my nose.’ Molly looked over to where the baby was beginning to whimper. ‘Bobby wants his feed and we’re stopping him. So if yer tell me what yer want from the shops, Doreen, me and Victoria and Granny Grunt will be on our way and leave yer in peace.’


They set off down the street, Victoria in the middle being supported on either side by Molly and Nellie. Coming towards them they saw Nellie’s next-door neighbour. The Mowbrays hadn’t lived in the street long so Beryl had only spoken to Victoria on the odd occasion when the old lady had been standing at the front door for a breath of fresh air, but she knew of her great age and good standing in the community. ‘It’s not often we see you out, Miss Clegg, and it’s good to see yer looking so well.’


‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you.’ Victoria had never let her standards slip and was always gracious, as her parents had taught her to be. ‘That’s because I’m very well looked after by my adopted family and my friends. I am indeed very lucky.’


‘How’s the family, Beryl?’ Nellie asked. And then before the woman could answer, she went on to say, ‘I wouldn’t have to ask yer if yer talked a bit louder, ’cos I’d be able to hear yer through the walls. But we seldom hear a sound. Is that because you and your feller aren’t speaking, or because yer’ve knocked each other unconscious?’


Beryl chuckled. ‘Could be one or the other, Nellie, except my feller never falls out, he says life is too short. And he’d never dream of raising his hand to me or the kids.’


Molly knew they couldn’t keep Victoria out long, she’d soon get tired, so she decided to cut things short. ‘I’m sorry, Beryl, but I’m afraid it’s hello and goodbye. We don’t want to be out long so we’ll be on our way. We’ll see yer later, probably. Ta-ra for now.’


‘Well, that was nice, I must say! Yer did that on purpose, Molly Bennett, so I wouldn’t be able to tell Beryl about me being a grandma.’


‘Yer can talk to her to yer heart’s content when we get back, sunshine, but right now we’re taking Victoria to the butcher’s. So if we meet any more neighbours, it’s just a nod and a smile. Then, later on, yer can go round knocking on doors to tell them yer news, if yer like. But don’t be surprised if they look at yer funny, and ask how yer can be a grandmother to my daughter’s son. Mind you, they’ll understand if yer explain to them how yer’ve worked it out.’


‘If I thought yer were being sarky, girl, I’d belt yer one.’


Molly feigned surprise, while Victoria looked in bemusement from one to the other. ‘Me be sarky with you! Ye’re imagining things, sunshine. How could I possibly be sarcastic with me very best mate? Why, we’re almost like sisters!’


Nellie walked on without saying a word, her brow furrowed in thought. Then she said, ‘That’s right, girl, of course we’re sisters! Remember how years ago we cut our arms like the Indians do, and held them together so our blood would mix? Don’t yer remember that day, girl, ’cos I do. There was blood all over yer tablecloth while we pledged to be sisters for life.’


Molly gasped. She knew Victoria was wise to Nellie’s tales and took them with a pinch of salt, but although this one was too far-fetched to be true there was just a chance the old lady would believe it. ‘Nellie, yer imagination is certainly working overtime today. Victoria must think yer’ve flipped yer lid. Blood all over me tablecloth indeed! That’s a new one on me. As for slitting our arms with a knife . . . huh! That would be over my dead body.’


‘No, yer didn’t die, girl, I wouldn’t let that happen to yer. I tore up yer tablecloth and made bandages, and yer were soon sitting up and taking notice. Yer were too weak to do a war dance, though, so we had to wait until the next day when yer were feeling better.’


They were standing outside the butcher’s shop by this time, and Molly said to Victoria, ‘Have yer ever known anyone like my mate for telling tales?’


Victoria shook her head. ‘I really don’t know how she thinks all these things up. She amazes me, but it’s a good job I know her and don’t take her seriously. Otherwise I might have dreams about being initiated into the sisterhood of squaws.’


The three women were laughing when they entered the shop. The owner, Tony, excused himself from the customer he was serving so he could welcome Victoria. His assistant, Ellen, who was Molly’s next-door neighbour, followed him out from behind the counter. Pleasure at seeing Victoria could clearly be seen on their faces, an indication of the high esteem in which she was held. ‘It’s wonderful to see yer, Miss Clegg, looking as sprightly as ever,’ Tony told her. ‘You’re as welcome as the flowers in May.’


Ellen gave her a gentle hug. ‘Tony’s right, yer do look well. And it’s lovely to see yer out and about.’


The two customers in the shop weren’t going to be left out. It was ages since they’d seen the old lady, and they greeted her warmly. ‘It’s nice to see yer looking well, queen, yer don’t look a day older than the last time I saw yer.’


‘Cissie’s right, and it must be over a year since we last saw yer. I look like an old hag compared to you.’


Victoria delighted in the fuss being made of her. ‘It’s lovely to be out, and it’s all thanks to Molly and Nellie. They’re angels, both of them.’


Nellie was preening herself. ‘Angels and grandmothers, Victoria, or did yer forget?’


Ellen frowned. ‘You can’t be a grandmother yet, Nellie, Jill’s only about three months.’


Molly took a deep breath and blew out slowly. ‘Ellen, take a bit of advice from me and let the matter drop. Unless yer want you and the customers still to be here when it’s time for yer to close up for the day.’


Tony chortled as he went back to serving his customer. ‘Oh, what’s she been up to now? Come on, give us all a laugh.’


Nellie knew she was getting cow’s eyes from Molly, but she didn’t care, it was only for a laugh. ‘What shall I tell him, girl? About me being a grandma, or your tablecloth being covered in blood?’


Tony’s customer’s mouth dropped open. The tablecloth covered in blood! My God, this should be worth listening to. So she waved aside the parcel Tony was handing over the counter to her. ‘I’ll get me purse out in a minute, you finish serving Irene. I don’t mind waiting a while.’


‘I wouldn’t waste me time if I were you, Cissie, ’cos she’s only pulling yer leg.’ Molly was eager to be served in case Victoria became tired. ‘Nellie, will yer tell the ladies yer were only acting daft?’


‘Oh, about the tablecloth yer mean? It’s a few years ago now, but it’s still fresh in my mind. Yeah, Cissie, me and Molly had been to see a cowboy film the night before, and we decided we’d like to be squaws. And to be sisters, yer have to mix yer blood. But Molly hasn’t got much sense of fun, and she wouldn’t let me nick her arm with the carving knife. So to make it look real, I got a bottle of tomato sauce out of her pantry and poured some on our arms. But yer know what it’s like getting sauce out of a bottle – yer wait ages for it, then it comes all in one dollop, and it went all over her cloth. And it didn’t half look like real blood after we’d tried to wipe it up.’


Cissie knew when she was being taken for a ride. With flared nostrils and a look of disgust on her face, she paid Tony, grabbed the meat with one hand, her friend Irene with the other, and marched out of the shop. They could hear her saying: ‘Silly buggers! It’s about time they grew up.’


Victoria was thoroughly enjoying herself. It was a long time since she’d mixed with these people she’d known for years, and she’d laughed so much this morning she felt a lot younger than her ninety years. But when Molly had bought two lean breasts of lamb for her and Doreen, and Nellie had wormed extra lamb’s liver off Tony, the old lady agreed that to carry on to the cake shop would be too much for her. ‘Tomorrow’s another day, sunshine,’ Molly told her, ‘and weather permitting me and Nellie will take yer to the cake shop then. It would give Edna Hanley a surprise, she’s always asking about yer. I can just imagine her face when we walk yer into the shop.’


‘What about our spuds, girl, are we coming out again when we take Victoria home?’


‘We’ll have to, sunshine, ’cos I need spuds and bread. It won’t take us long if you walk with yer eyes closed and don’t see no one yer know. When we come out shopping, it’s the same every day. We spend more time gabbing in the streets than we do getting our shopping in.’


‘I can’t help it if I’m popular, girl, now can I?’


‘No, sunshine, and yer can’t help having a voluptuous body, what no man can resist. And I know ye’re telling me the truth about that, because Tony has never taken his eyes off yer since we came in the shop.’


His face red with laughter, Tony flicked his straw hat further back on his head. ‘It’s a good job my missus isn’t here, she’d wring me neck. She’s no sense of humour, my wife.’


Her face deadpan, Nellie said, ‘Mmm, she must be like Molly then. She’s got no sense of humour either.’ Then she grinned at her friend. ‘Okay, girl, keep yer hair and yer knickers on, I’m coming now. And I’ll keep me mouth shut until we get home. But I ain’t walking with me eyes closed, just to please yer. I know what ye’re after, yer want me to get run over ’cos yer can’t stand me being more attractive than you are. I don’t blame yer, mind, ’cos I’d be the same. Jealousy is a terrible thing, and I know yer can’t help it. So to please both of us, I’ll walk home with one eye open and one eye closed.’


They managed to get through the shop door, and were standing on the pavement when Nellie stepped back inside and shouted, ‘Remind me to tell yer how I became a grandma, Ellen, yer’ll find it very interesting.’


Molly gritted her teeth then said, ‘Forward march, Nellie, or I’ll not have time to stuff me breast of lamb and get it in the oven to do slowly.’


‘Speaking of breasts, girl, did yer see the way Tony . . .’


Molly pulled the trio to a halt and put a hand over Nellie’s mouth. ‘That is going too far, sunshine, I’m sure Victoria is disgusted with yer.’


But that wasn’t true. The old lady was keeping her laughter back until she could tell Doreen and Phil. They would really enjoy hearing what it was like to spend an hour in Nellie’s company.




Chapter Two


Molly opened the oven door to make sure the breast of lamb wasn’t being done too quickly, and the smell that wafted out brought a blissful smile to her face. ‘Ooh, that’s just what the doctor ordered,’ she told the empty kitchen. ‘Jack will be over the moon, it’s one of his favourite meals.’ She closed the door and turned to wash her hands at the sink. ‘I’d better put a move on and make meself presentable before Jill gets here.’


This was the time of day Molly looked forward to most. Her eldest daughter called in every night on her way home from work, and although she only stayed five minutes because she wanted to be home in time to see to Steve’s dinner, those five minutes meant a lot to Molly. A glance at the clock told her it was just about time, so she took off her pinny, folded it, and threw it into the kitchen where it landed on the draining board. ‘Good shot, Molly.’ She smiled at her reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece. ‘Yer should take up darts.’


Then came the knock, and she nearly fell over herself to get to the door quickly. ‘Hello, sunshine.’ Molly opened her arms and Jill walked into them as she’d been doing since the day she took her first steps. ‘Yer look the picture of health. Being pregnant suits yer.’


‘I feel fine, Mam, I’m not even sick in the mornings any more. But I’m beginning to show and the girl I work with passed comment this morning.’


‘It’s got nothing to do with her, sunshine, so take no notice.’


‘Oh, she wasn’t nasty or anything, just said I was blossoming. She’s got two children herself, so she understands.’


Molly gazed at her first-born. Jill took after her for looks, as did Doreen and Ruthie. They were all pretty, with long blonde hair and vivid blue eyes. Except that Molly’s hair was now peppered with white and she was no longer the slim girl she’d been before having the children. Jill was the gentle one of the family and would never raise her voice in anger, unlike her two sisters. In fact, Molly couldn’t remember Jill ever answering her back. ‘Have yer set a time for packing in work, yet? Yer don’t want to carry on too long.’


‘As soon as I start to feel uncomfortable, I’ll hand in my notice. But me and Steve have got a nice little sum in the Post Office now, and it makes us feel better to know we’ve got something to fall back on when we get a house of our own. Not that we’re thinking of leaving Mrs Corkhill because we like it there, and she wants us to stay. But sometime in the future, if we have more than one baby, then it’ll be a case of having to.’


The front door had been left ajar. Now they heard it being pushed open so hard, it banged against the hall wall. ‘In the name of God, do yer have to do everything so quick, Ruthie, can’t yer think before yer act?’


‘I didn’t mean to push so hard, Mam, but I was in a hurry ’cos I thought I might miss seeing me big sister.’ Ruthie put her arms around Jill’s waist and hugged her. ‘We don’t half miss yer, yer know. Me mam wouldn’t say nothing in case it upset yer, but the house is like a morgue with you and Doreen and Tommy gone.’


‘I miss you too,’ Jill said. ‘But it’s not as though I’ve gone to live miles away.’ She put a hand on each of her sister’s arms and pressed her away so she could see her properly. ‘Good grief, Ruthie, ye’re nearly as tall as I am! A few more inches and our eyes will be on a level.’


‘Ooh, don’t tell her that, sunshine, she already acts like an old woman. She can’t wait to leave school so she can go out with boys.’


‘I thought yer were keen on Gordon Corkhill?’ Jill’s smile was teasing. ‘Or has someone else knocked him off his pedestal?’


‘I think she’s torn between Gordon and Jeff Mowbray,’ Molly said. ‘She can’t make up her mind, but I’ve told her not to worry because she’s got quite a few years yet before she even thinks of courting.’


The young girl’s chin came out in a show of defiance. ‘Our Jill started courting Steve when she was only fifteen, didn’t yer, Jill? So I’ve only got about sixteen months to go. And that’s not long, ’cos I’ll have been working for a year by that time.’


‘Listen to me, sunshine. No matter how old yer are, ye’re not too old to smack, so don’t be giving me any old buck. I like Gordon, he’s a nice kid, but he’s not old enough to be thinking of girls even though he has been working for a year. And the same goes for Jeff Mowbray. We don’t know that much about the family, they’re new in the street, but he seems a nice enough kid. Still, no matter how nice they are, yer can forget about boys for a while, and I mean that. Yer dad would have a fit if he knew his youngest daughter had an eye for the boys.’ Molly couldn’t keep her thoughts to herself. ‘I know what yer Auntie Nellie would say, too. She’d say yer take after yer me, ’cos she’s always telling me I’m man-mad.’


Ruthie pursed her lips and nodded knowingly. ‘Oh, aye, so what does Auntie Nellie know that we don’t? She must have some reason. I’ll have to ask her some time when she’s on her own.’


‘Don’t you dare ask Nellie!’ Molly was sorry now she’d mentioned her friend, because after an hour in Nellie’s company, Ruthie wouldn’t need anyone to tell her about the birds and the bees. ‘Ye’re thirteen, sunshine, so don’t be trying to grow old before yer time.’


Ruthie had been a surprise, coming seven years after Tommy was born. And of course she’d been spoilt, being the baby of the family. She was far more advanced than her sisters were at that age, and certainly not afraid to speak her mind, even if it did mean a slapped bottom. Then again, all the local kids seemed to be advanced for their age. It must be due to the war years when there was less discipline.


‘Yer dinner smells nice, Mam.’ Jill’s nose wrinkled as she sniffed up. ‘It’s not half making me feel hungry.’


‘Why don’t yer stay and have yer dinner with us, Jill?’ Ruthie missed her sisters more than she would ever admit, especially Jill who never shouted at her and was always ready to wipe away a tear. ‘Me mam could make it stretch to another one, couldn’t yer, Mam?’


‘Of course I could, sunshine, but Jill has a husband to look after, and he’ll be in from work soon expecting her to have a dinner ready for him. And I know yer’ve got a soft spot for Steve, so yer wouldn’t want him to go hungry, would yer?’


Ruthie sighed and shook her head. ‘No, I know I’m being daft. But I don’t half miss yer, and so do me mam and dad.’


Jill put an arm across her sister’s shoulders. ‘And I miss you. I love the bones of all of yer. But Steve is my husband now, and yer know I’ve always been crazy about him. And if I don’t make an effort to get home now, I’ll worry meself sick that his dinner won’t be ready to put on the table when he comes in.’


‘What are yer having, sunshine?’ Molly asked. ‘Anything nice?’


‘Mrs Corkhill is cooking tonight. I told her she shouldn’t, but yer know how stubborn she can be. It’s an easy meal, though, we’re having corned beef hash. It’s one of her favourites and she makes it nice and tasty with plenty of onions in.’


‘It’s a few days since me and Nellie called in to see her, she’ll think we’ve forgotten her. Tell her we’ll nip up tomorrow for a cup of tea and a natter.’


‘She knows yer’ve had yer hands full, Mam. She said she doesn’t know how yer’ve managed everything so well, with the three of us getting married and Bobby’s christening in such a short space of time. And yer don’t have to worry about her, she’s fine. Considering her age, she does very well. I mean, Uncle Corker is in his forties so she must be near the seventy mark. Yet she keeps the house spotless, does her own washing and ironing, and always looks neat and tidy. I keep telling her to leave the housework, me and Steve would do it over the weekend, but she insists on doing it herself. She says it keeps her young, and if she sat all day doing nothing but twiddling her thumbs, she’d end up like a cabbage.’


‘I can’t imagine Lizzie sitting all day doing nothing, it’s not in her nature.’ Molly cast an anxious eye at the clock. ‘I don’t want to throw yer out, sunshine, but yer’ve been here longer than usual tonight, and Steve will be home before yer.’


Jill smiled as she nodded. ‘I’ll blame it on Ruthie for keeping me back, telling me about her love life. Anyway, I’ll be on me way now so give us a kiss, Mam, and you, Ruthie.’


As Molly held her tight, her mind went back to the day Jill was born. How happy she’d been, and Jack had strutted around like a peacock he was so proud. It didn’t seem like twenty-one years ago. ‘I love yer, sunshine.’


Ten minutes later, Molly was setting the plates out on the draining board when she heard the key in the door. Wiping her hands down the front of her pinny, she rushed through to the living room for the next joyful part of her day. That was seeing her son Tommy for a few minutes before he set off home to his new wife. He was a handsome lad, taller than his dad, who had followed him inside, and with a face that was never far from a smile. ‘Hello, Mam.’ He put his arm across her shoulders and planted a noisy kiss on her cheek. The face she turned up to him reflected the love she felt for her only son. She’d thought of him as a young, easygoing lad when he went into the army, without a care in the world. But he came home a mature man who had seen things that had made him grow up quickly. Things that were so bad they still gave him nightmares. The only person he ever talked about the war to, though, was Archie Higgins, who was now going steady with Lily, Nellie’s daughter.


Archie had been a corporal in the same regiment as Tommy. When the war in Europe was over, about thirty men from the same regiment were on a mopping-up operation in Germany. They’d seen the horrors of a prisoner-of-war camp which they would remember until the day they died and were moving forward, alert for any German soldiers still in the area, when two men at the front stepped on a hidden landmine and were blown up. It was Archie who ordered the others back and remained calm, showing no emotion, even though he must have felt as bad as any of the frightened soldiers. His composure helped to restore the men’s confidence and enable them to cope with the horror they had just witnessed. The two men who were killed had been close comrades, and more than a few tears were shed for them.


After a while Archie led them back through that minefield, walking ahead so that if he came upon a mine he might be killed but the rest of the men would be safe. He became a hero to all of them men that day, and was a hero to Tommy still. He had been awarded a medal for his bravery but no one had ever seen it apart from his mother, he was too modest. When he met and started courting Lily, he had made Tommy promise never to tell his family, or the McDonoughs, about what had happened. Tommy wanted to tell the world he owed his life to this man, but kept his promise. Now, when Rosie or his family mentioned his time in the army, all he would say was that Archie had made a man of him.


‘Something smells good, Mam.’ Tommy reckoned he had the best family in the world, and he adored them. ‘A smell like that makes me wonder if I did the right thing in getting married. Perhaps I should have stayed at home.’


‘Away with yer!’ Molly said ‘Rosie is a smashing cook and you know it. Besides, yer wouldn’t last a day without her.’


His handsome face lit up at the mention of his wife’s name. ‘I know, I fret for her when I’m in work.’


‘That’s the way it should be, son,’ Jack said. ‘I’ve felt like that about yer mam since the day we got wed. In fact, I’m counting the days until I retire. To my reckoning, I’ve got seven thousand three hundred days to go.’


Ruthie hung on her father’s arm. ‘I’m counting the days too, Dad. In one hundred and twenty-three days, I’ll be leaving school.’


Jack ruffled her hair. ‘I know that, love, ’cos I’m counting those days, too! Then yer’ll be getting a job and bringing a wage packet home. Me and yer mam will be a lot better off.’


‘I hope ye’re not expecting me to hand me whole wage packet over.’ Her chin jutted defiantly. ‘Because that wouldn’t be fair.’


Tommy put his hands on her shoulders and turned her around. ‘That sounds like mutiny, little sister. But before yer go on strike, I want yer to look back and wonder where the food came from to feed yer all these thirteen years, and the clothes to keep yer warm? The pennies for sweets and the presents at Christmas and birthdays? And who read yer stories in bed until yer were ready to go to sleep, and then kissed yer and tucked yer in? And remember when yer were little and yer got the measles, who was it sat up with yer every night until yer got better? And never complained because they were all acts of love.’


Ruthie dropped her head, shame bringing a blush to her face. Then she looked up into her brother’s eyes. ‘I didn’t mean I wanted to keep all me wages! Just enough for me to buy long stockings for when I get a job, and some scented soap.’


His hands circling her waist, Tommy lifted her high, until her head was inches away from the ceiling. ‘I know yer didn’t mean it, little sister, ’cos ye’re a Bennett and we share and share alike.’ He spun around and was pleased when she began to chuckle. He hadn’t meant to upset her, just to make her think a little about the sacrifices their parents had made to give them as good a life as they could. ‘I can see yer now, in yer long stockings and smelling of scented soap. Yer’ll look so pretty, and smell like a rose garden, yer won’t have no trouble getting a job. The bosses will be forming a queue with offers of work.’


Ruthie laughed down at him. ‘Then I’ll choose the one who pays the best wages. And I’ll demand me own office and secretary.’


Tommy had touched a chord in Molly’s heart and she was feeling very emotional. But she didn’t want to spoil her son’s visit by blubbering like a baby. ‘D’yer know, that little madam kept our Jill late tonight, and she’s doing the same with you. I think she’s hoping yer’ll both get thrown out and will come back here again to live.’


Tommy lowered his sister to the ground. ‘Yeah, I’ll get a move on.’


‘Yer better had, or Rosie will have the police out looking for yer.’


‘I’ll run all the way, Mam. If I’m lucky, I’ll be greeted with a kiss. If I’m unlucky, she’ll be standing on the second stair with the frying pan in her hand, and I’ll get a wallop on me head.’


‘Well, I’ll find out later what happens,’ Molly told him, ‘because I’m coming round to see me ma and da.’


‘That’s good, Mam! If I’m not confined to bed with a lump on me head as big as a football, we can have a game of cards.’


‘I might walk round with yer, Molly,’ Jack said, ‘if Ruthie is going over to Bella’s.’


‘That would be nice, sunshine, and make a change. It’s not very often you and me go out arm in arm. And Bella could come over here if yer like, Ruthie. It would give Mary a break because ye’re over there every night. You run over and ask if she can come, and tell her mam I said we won’t be late back, and yer dad will make sure she gets home all right.’


Like a streak of lightning, Ruthie was gone. Her father shook his head and chuckled. ‘I think your suggestion met with her approval, love. So will yer tell yer grandma that Mr and Mrs Bennett will be paying them a visit later?’


‘I’ll tell them if I’m not in bed waiting for the doctor to come.’ Tommy moved towards the front door, grinning. ‘I’ll see yer both later, ta-ra.’


Nellie happened to be looking towards the window when Molly and Jack walked past. She moved the curtain for a better view, and tutted. ‘Well, the flaming underhanded so-and-so! There goes Molly, arm in arm with Jack, just like a ruddy courting couple. And she never said a dickie bird to me about going out. How’s that for a best mate?’


George peered over the top of the evening paper. ‘Nellie, she doesn’t have to tell yer everything. When she saw yer, she probably didn’t know she was going out. Not that it’s got anything to do with you anyway!’


But Nellie wasn’t to be pacified. ‘She must have known five minutes ago, and she could have given us a knock on the wall. I’ve a good mind to put me coat on and follow them.’


Her son Paul burst out laughing. ‘Mam, even you wouldn’t have the nerve to do that. Auntie Molly would clock yer one!’


‘She’d have to get past my tummy first, and no one’s ever been able to do that.’ When Nellie nodded for emphasis, her chins did a quickstep. ‘I can’t get over the cheek of her! And where does she think she’s off to, this time of night, that I couldn’t have gone with her?’


Paul shouted to his sister who was getting washed in the kitchen. ‘Can yer hear that, Lily? Me mam’s got a right cob on ’cos Auntie Molly and Uncle Jack have just gone past. She wants to put her coat on and follow them.’


Lily came through, drying her face. ‘Yer can’t do that, Mam! I mean, what’s it got to do with you where Auntie Molly goes? Yer don’t knock and tell her when yer go to the corner shop some nights, do yer?’


‘Ah, well, yer see, girl, that’s different. When I go to Maisie’s, I have a natter with all the women and get all the gossip – which I pass on to me best mate the next day. She wouldn’t know what was going on in the neighbourhood if it wasn’t for me keeping her up to date. But Molly never stands listening to gossip, and when she does hear anything she forgets it right away. Never thinks of telling me. That’s why I’ve got to be with her all the time, so I know what’s going on.’


Paul, a black-haired, brown-eyed handsome lad of twenty, thought his mother was hilarious, the things she said and got up to. And, thank goodness, she’d passed her sense of humour on to her three children. ‘Go on, then, Mam! Put yer coat on and hurry after them, they can’t have gone far. And if Auntie Molly pulls yer up about being so nosy, yer could always say yer’d run out of sugar and were going to the corner shop.’


‘Ye’re right, lad, I could.’ Nellie was on her way to get her coat off one of the hooks behind the door when George growled, ‘Don’t even think of it, Nellie, because the only way yer’ll get over that doorstep is over my dead body. So sit down and listen to the wireless, and let me read me paper. I don’t know why I bother buying one because it’s just a waste of money. Yer never give me the chance to read it.’


Just then there was a knock on the door, and Lily passed the towel to her brother. ‘Here, Paul, I’ll get it. It’ll be Archie, and he’s ten minutes late.’


‘Perhaps he bumped into the Bennetts.’ Paul winked at the sister who was a year older than him, had inherited her mother’s colouring and sense of fun, but thankfully not her eighteen-stone build. Then, out of devilment, he added, ‘I bet he did, and he’s been standing nattering to them, getting the low-down on all the news.’


The new arrival came into the room then and smiled to see them all.


‘Good evening, I hope everyone in the McDonough household is well and happy.’ Archie was so tall and broad he seemed to fill the room. He was nice-looking, too, with the black hair always immaculate, not deep brown eyes, a good set of white teeth and a ready smile. The only thing that stopped him from being really handsome was his nose, which was rather on the large size. But his other features and his caring nature more than made up for it. He cocked his head as he eyed Nellie, standing in front of the fireplace. ‘Are yer going out, Mrs Mac? Yer look as though ye’re set for the off.’


‘Oh, don’t get her going, Archie, or we’ll miss the start of the big picture.’ Lily was struggling into her coat. ‘If I were you, I’d leave well alone.’


But Archie knew Nellie inside out now, and thought she might be up to one of her tricks. If she was, he could do with a good laugh. ‘Now yer know I’m always ready to listen to yer mam if she’s in a dilemma, and we’ve got loads of time to get to the Astoria before the big picture starts. So tell me what’s up, Mrs Mac, and I’ll give yer my undivided attention.’ He pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘Fire away, I’m all ears.’


Nellie sat on a chair facing him, rested her bosom on the table and clasped her chubby hands together. ‘My lot don’t take me serious, Archie, and it doesn’t half make me mad. Yer see, I saw me mate Molly going past the window just before you got here, and she was arm in arm with Jack. They looked like a courting couple, and it made me blood boil because she never said a word about going out with him. I’ve been with her all day, she had plenty of time to tell me. So I wanted to go after her and ask her what she was playing at, but my feller wouldn’t let me. And Lily and Paul are just as bad, ’cos they agreed with him.’


Archie was by this time convinced Nellie was having them all on. But he managed to keep his face straight. ‘Why did yer want to go after them, Mrs Mac?’


‘Well, it’s like this, yer see, Archie. Molly’s me best mate and we tell each other everything. But she never breathed a word about going out with Jack tonight, and I think that was very underhand of her.’ As Nellie nodded and wagged her head her face was doing contortions, and each layer of her chins gave up trying to keep in step and went their own way. ‘If I was going out I’d tell her, I wouldn’t keep her in the dark. And I wouldn’t sneak past her window, hoping she wouldn’t see me either!’


With the evening paper lying on his lap, still unread, George growled in disgust. ‘The next thing, yer’ll be saying they crouched down so yer wouldn’t see them! Some mate you are, Nellie McDonough.’


But Archie looked as though he found the conversation really interesting. ‘And yer wanted to go after them to see what they were up to?’


‘In a nutshell, lad, in a nutshell.’


‘Wouldn’t yer get yer eye wiped, though, if Mrs B turned around and said they were only going to her ma’s?’


‘That wouldn’t surprise me, lad, ’cos I know she’s going to Bridie’s.’


Paul’s dimples always appeared when he smiled. They were in evidence now as he crossed his legs and sat back waiting for his father to erupt. And he didn’t have long to wait.


‘What the hell are yer talking about, woman? Are yer saying that yer knew all along where Molly and Jack were going, and yer’ve just been taking us for a ride?’


‘Ah, now that’s not true, George. I knew Molly was going, but she never mentioned Jack was going with her.’


‘There’s something wrong with you, woman, ye’re not right in the head. Yer’ve wasted half an hour talking a load of rubbish, and we’ve been daft enough to listen to yer.’


Lily stood behind her mother’s chair and put an arm around her. ‘What made yer think that up, Mam? For the sake of something to do?’


When Nellie’s body moved, her chins were the first to go into action, followed by her bosom and tummy. ‘Oh, not just for the sake of something to do, girl, no! I mean, if I just wanted something to do I could go out and brush the yard. No, there was a method behind me madness. It might sound drastic to yer, but only something drastic would take yer father’s eyes off the ruddy paper. Every night he sits there with it in front of his face, reading every bloody word. Sometimes I walk past his chair, just to make sure he’s still alive and breathing. If I talk to him, I only get a grunt, never a whole sentence. So I thought I’d liven him up a bit, and it worked, ’cos he got all red in the face and het up. And he’s still only on page ruddy five of the Echo! But yer’ve no idea how bored stiff I get every night, he drives me mad. From the front page to the back, he doesn’t miss a word. And then he starts all over again from the front page again, only this time he’s standing on his head and reading it upside down. I’ve never told you children before, because I didn’t want yer to know yer father was going ga-ga. I’m just waiting for the day when he takes it up to bed with him and lays it down between us.’


George’s laughter started as a low rumble in his tummy, then grew louder until the room was filled with the sound. It drowned the laughter of the other four people who were doubled up and wiping away the tears. It wasn’t all caused by what Nellie had said, but the way her hands and face acted out her story too. ‘Now what would I want to take the Echo up to bed with me for, Nellie, when I’ve got you? I couldn’t handle both of yer at the same time.’


Archie pushed his chair back and stood up. Leaning across the table, he cupped Nellie’s chubby face in his hands. ‘Mrs Mac, ye’re a hero. Yer didn’t fool me for a minute, like, but yer played yer part well, as usual. And now I’d better take yer daughter out, ’cos if we miss the beginning of the big picture I’ll never hear the end of it. It’s Errol Flynn tonight, in one of those swashbuckling things, and he’s so brave he makes Lily go weak in the knees.’


‘I’ll come out with yer,’ Paul said, ‘or Phoebe will have a right cob on.’


‘She only lives next door but one!’ Nellie shook her head. ‘When me and yer dad were courting, he had to travel six stops on the tram. You don’t know ye’re born, having a girlfriend living a few yards away.’


‘I didn’t know I was born when I was going those six stops on the tram every night,’ George said. ‘If I’d known what I was letting meself in for I would have been better keeping me money in me pocket.’


‘Yer can say that now, lad, but yer certainly weren’t thinking it when we were courting. It was you what did all the running.’


‘I’m going,’ Paul said. ‘Phoebe won’t believe I’ve been listening to me mam telling me how me dad stands on his head to read the Echo. That’s one excuse she’ll never swallow.’


Lily and Archie followed him out. ‘Oh, Phoebe will believe it all right. She’s known me mam long enough to expect anything from her,’ Lily said. ‘But how the heck she can come up with all these weird and wonderful tales is beyond me. All our lives we been listening to her, and never once has she repeated herself.’


‘My mam’s a bit like that, she likes a good joke,’ Archie told them as they stood outside the Corkhills’ house. ‘But she’s not a patch on Mrs Mac for dreaming things up.’


Paul’s eyes were bright with laughter and his dimples were deep. ‘D’yer know, I’ve spend me whole life crying, like most other kids, but while they were crying ’cos they’d been smacked, I’ve been crying with laughter.’ He heard the door behind him opening and turned to see his girlfriend Phoebe. ‘Yer won’t believe me excuse tonight so I’ll tell it to yer mam and dad instead.’


Phoebe smiled at Lily and Archie before putting on a stern face for Paul. ‘Two doors away, and yer still can’t be on time.’


‘When he tells yer his excuse, believe him, ’cos it’s true.’ Lily was pulling on Archie’s arm. ‘It’s me mam’s fault, she’s made us late for the pictures. Come on, Archie, if I miss the start of the picture, I can never get into the plot.’


When they’d gone, Phoebe leaned forward from the top step. Puckering her lips, she said, ‘Yer can give me a kiss for keeping me waiting.’


Paul was all for that. ‘Oh, yer deserve more than one kiss, babe, after me keeping yer waiting at least ten minutes.’ He kissed her waiting lips. ‘How about a kiss for every minute?’


‘Later.’ Phoebe jerked her head towards the house. ‘Come on in, and yer can tell us all what Auntie Nellie’s been up to now.’


Paul breezed into the living room and was surprised to see there was only Phoebe’s mam and dad in. ‘Where is everyone?’


Her dad, well, he was really her step-father, stood up and gestured for Paul to sit on the couch. At six foot five, built like a battleship and with hands the size of shovels, the man who was now Phoebe’s dad, and had always been Paul’s Uncle Corker, was a man you couldn’t miss seeing. A seafarer all his life until just a few weeks ago, his weatherbeaten face was hidden behind a broad moustache and beard. He was a gentle giant, loved by his family and friends. The kids in the neighbourhood called him Sinbad because he looked so much like the character in their story books. ‘Well, if we’re to believe what they told us, Dorothy has gone to the pictures with a girlfriend from work, Gordon has also gone to the flicks with Jeff Mowbray, and Peter is in his mate’s having a game of cards. Gordon and Peter I believe, but Dorothy I have me doubts about. I think she’s got a boyfriend on the sly. Anyway, sit yerself down, son, unless you and Phoebe are going straight out?’


‘If I don’t tell yer me reason for being late, and if yer don’t believe me, then Phoebe will get a cob on with me and we won’t be on speaking terms for a few days.’


Corker had known the Bennett and McDonough families for as long as he could remember. When he wasn’t sailing the seven seas, he’d lived at the top of the street with the widowed mother he adored. That was long before he’d married Ellen after her first husband died. He’d been a rotter, had Nobby Clarke, a violent, gambling drunkard, who treated his wife and children like animals. He was his own worst enemy, and on VE Day went on a drunken binge while his wife and children starved. But he got so drunk that day, he walked in front of a tram. He wasn’t killed, but very seriously injured and never came out of hospital. Ellen was left penniless, and would have been thrown on the streets with her children but for Molly and Nellie. They did everything they could to help her, even getting her the job in the butcher’s. And Molly had been instrumental in bringing her and Corker together, for which he would be eternally grateful. The three families, the Bennetts, McDonoughs and Corkhills, had grown closer still, when Jill Bennett married Steve McDonough and went to live with Corker’s mother until they could afford a home of their own.


Lowering himself into a fireside chair, Corker lit a cigarette. ‘Come on then, son, but if this has anything to do with yer mam, then I believe yer before yer start.’


Ellen, a quiet, gentle woman, leaned forward. ‘We could do with a good laugh, so give it to us word for word, and with the actions if possible.’


‘Ooh, I don’t know about that, Auntie Ellen, ’cos I haven’t got me mam’s – er – me body isn’t like me mam’s. But I’ll do me best.’


Paul stood up for better effect, and started the tale. He did a pretty good impersonation of his mother, bar the mountainous bosom. As the tale unfolded, his audience of three were in stitches, but when it came to his father standing on his head to read the Echo, Ellen and Phoebe were bent over having convulsions, while Corker’s loud guffaws could be heard by people passing in the street.


Paul was very pleased with his own performance when he saw the reaction of his girlfriend and her parents. ‘So, am I forgiven for being ten minutes late?’


Phoebe had to swallow hard before she could speak. ‘Yes, I forgive yer for being late, but look what yer’ve done to me face. Me eyes are all red, me powder’s come off on to me hankie, and me lipstick is ruined.’


Paul held his open hands out to Corker. ‘See what I mean, Uncle Corker? I can’t win. And it’s all me mam’s fault. In future I’ll leave the room when she’s having her funny half hour, then I can’t get into trouble.’


Then Phoebe, who like her mother was shy, did something she’d never done before in front of her parents. She put her arms around Paul’s neck and kissed him. ‘No, yer must never do that, ’cos I look forward to hearing what Auntie Nellie’s been up to. I don’t mind yer being ten minutes late, but if it ever gets to eleven minutes, then ye’re in trouble, Paul McDonough.’




Chapter Three


Molly handed her coat to Tommy before pulling a chair from under the table and sitting down. ‘I won’t ask how yer are, Ma, ’cos you and me da look the picture of health. In fact, yer look younger every time I see yer.’


‘Oh, it’s fine we are, me darlin’, thanks to the Good Lord and Rosie. And it’s happy we are to see our daughter has brought her husband with her tonight. Sure it’s not often we have that pleasure.’


‘Yer know I don’t like leaving Ruthie in the house on her own, Ma, that’s why Jack doesn’t come very often. But she’s having Bella over for a few hours tonight for a game of Ludo, so I don’t mind when there’s the two of them, they’re both quite sensible, but I’ve promised Mary Watson I won’t keep Bella out too late.’ Molly craned her neck to look into the kitchen. ‘Where’s Rosie?’


Just then there came a clatter of feet on the stairs and Tommy’s bride of three weeks entered the room. ‘I was combing me hair, Auntie Molly, so I was. Sure, I couldn’t have me mother and father-in-law see me looking dowdy. They’d wonder what my dearly beloved husband had let himself in for.’ Rosie, with her black hair and blue eyes, was a true Irish beauty, and her rosy apple cheeks were always creased in a smile. When she walked into a room, it was as though the lights had been switched on. Now she kissed Molly’s cheek before moving on to Jack. ‘It’s lovely to see yer, so it is. And, sure, every time I see yer, Uncle Jack, I can see what me darling husband is going to look like when he grows older. A fine, handsome figure of a man.’


Molly looked from Rosie to her own dear mother, and thought, this was indeed history repeating itself. Her ma had come over from Ireland as a young girl to seek work, not knowing a soul in England. She’d managed to find lodgings for the week she sought employment, but had never made any friends. The only work she could find was as a junior pantry maid in a large house in Princes Drive, owned by a wealthy shipping merchant. She never settled down, though, and was homesick for her family and the lush green fields of County Wicklow. That was until the day she met Bob Jackson, who retrieved her hat when it blew off at the Pier Head where she’d gone to feed the pigeons. It had been love at first sight for both of them, and they’d married within two years. The love they’d felt on that first day had never wavered since. They loved each other now nearly fifty years later more than ever, and showed it in every glance and every touch of their hands.


Rosie O’Grady had been more fortunate than Bridie because a distant cousin had written to ask the Jacksons if they would take in a fifteen-year-old girl until she could find work and somewhere to live. The Jacksons fell in love with the young Irish beauty whose lovely lilting brogue was like sweet music to Bridie’s ears. Indeed, everyone fell under the spell of Rosie O’Grady, with her beauty, her marvellous sense of humour, and her kind, caring nature. The only one she didn’t attract at first was Tommy who at fifteen was at the awkward age where girls are a nuisance and to be avoided at all costs. Especially when she said, in front of all the family, that she was looking for a boyfriend, and wasn’t he a fine figure of a man? Molly remembered that night as though it was yesterday. Tommy had run up the stairs, his face the colour of beetroot. Little did he dream then that in a couple of years’ time he’d fall head over heels in love with Rosie, and that a few years later they would wed.


When Tommy touched his mother’s knee, Molly shook her head to chase away her thoughts. ‘Mam, yer’ve been miles away for the last ten minutes! Yer haven’t heard a word anyone’s said to yer.’


Molly had been listening to the Irish accent since the day she was born, and when she chose she was quite good at it. ‘Well, now, me darlin’s, wasn’t it meself that was going back over the years in me mind, to when Rosie first came. And wasn’t I thinking how her life mirrored that of me own dear mother? Both came to England as young girls to find work. Both of them suffered homesickness for a long time, and both married the first Englishman they exchanged words with. And didn’t they both have the sense to pick the best two Englishmen in the land, with the exception of my Jack? Oh, and Steve and Phil, of course. But, sure, doesn’t that go without saying, me darlin’s?’


‘Auntie Molly,’ Rosie’s long black hair swung on her shoulders, ‘isn’t it meself that lies in bed every night thinking the very same thing? Sure, God’s been good to every one of us, so He has, and it’s meself that thanks Him every night in me prayers.’


Bridie reached for her husband’s hand. ‘It’s the truth I’m telling yer when I say me and Bob often sit and talk about how lucky we are, with our family and with our friends. Sure, no one can have been more well blessed than we are.’


Jack nodded. ‘When yer think of all our friends, like the McDonoughs, the Corkhills and the likes of Maisie and Alec . . . they’re the salt of the earth.’


Molly nodded in agreement. ‘Yeah, where would we have been without Corker to help out with food for the two weddings? Not to mention all the parties we’ve had. And Maisie and Alec have been a godsend through the war, with their extra slices of corned beef, and tea and sugar. Without them we’d never have set eyes on luxuries like biscuits all through the war.’


As soon as she mentioned the word biscuit, Molly’s mind went to Nellie. ‘Would yer like to hear a little tale about Helen Theresa McDonough and her way with biscuits?’


Tommy was sitting at the table next to Rosie. He slipped his arm around her waist as he smiled and said, ‘Go on, Mam, what’s me Auntie Nellie been up to now?’


‘There isn’t a minute of the day goes by that yer Auntie Nellie isn’t up to something, sunshine, but I’d be here all night if I repeated everything she gets up to. Going to the shops with her every day is like a pantomime. I don’t know how she thinks all these things up, because every day is different.’ Molly shook her head and tutted. ‘We took Victoria to the shops with us today, Ma, just to give her a breath of fresh air. And, honest to God, I didn’t know where to put me face at times, ’cos yer know how prim and proper she is. I’ve never heard her use a swear word in all the years I’ve known her but, by golly, she’s heard plenty from that mate of mine. And when we were in the butcher’s – well, I won’t go into details, I’ll just say I’ll not be going to the butcher’s with Nellie next time I want breast of lamb for our dinner!’


‘Oh, I think Victoria will have enjoyed herself, me darlin’, ’cos she’s always saying how funny you and Nellie are when yer get together. Sure, she enjoys a joke as well as the next woman, so she does.’


Molly grinned. ‘Yeah, I know that, Ma, ’cos I could hear her chuckling when I put me hand over Nellie’s mouth to shut her up.’


Tommy was picturing his Auntie Nellie, and tried to guess what her reaction would be to that. ‘Did she bite yer hand off, Mam?’


‘No, did she heckerslike! I only kept me hand there until we were far enough away from the butcher and his breasts of lamb. Yer’ve no idea what she’s like, doesn’t care what she comes out with or who’s in the shops to hear her. If I think she’s going too far and could upset some customers with her choice of words, I usually drag her out by the scruff of her neck.’


‘Oh, Nellie doesn’t upset people, lass, she brings a smile to their faces and a little happiness into their lives,’ Bob said. ‘She’s brightened up my life many times over the years.’


‘I know that, Da, and I know how dull my life would be without her. And I could eat her when she looks so innocent and asks me why it’s wrong to talk about her voluptuous body when I can see with me own eyes that all the men find her desirable. Then I’m called all the narrow-minded, miserable sods going, and told the only reason I object is because I’m dead jealous ’cos, comparing my body to hers, I’m not in the meg specks.’


‘That’s all in fun, Mam,’ Tommy said, after laughing his head off with the others. ‘I bet she wishes she had a figure like yours.’


‘She could have, sunshine, if she didn’t eat all of the things that make her fat. And that brings me right back to the tale I was going to tell yer about my mate and her craving for sweets and biscuits.’


Molly was determined to make a good job of her impersonation, and gave attention to every little detail. Sitting back in the chair, she folded her arms and pretended her normal-sized bosom was as big as her friend’s. Narrowing her eyes, a habit of Nellie’s, she said, ‘I don’t care as long as the tea’s wet and warm, girl. And I know yer’ve got a couple of custard creams in the pantry ’cos I’ve seen them.’


Taking first the part of her friend, then of herself, Molly put her heart into her performance, and enjoyed every minute. With the guffaws and chuckles coming from her audience to egg her on, she surpassed anything she’d ever done before. She ended with Doreen saying she’d heard on the wireless that sweets were now off rationing, and Nellie punching the air for joy. ‘And this is what she said to me: “I’m going to stop at the corner shop on our way out, and I’m buying meself the biggest slab of Cadbury’s that Maisie’s got in. And I’m not giving yer any, I’m going to eat it all meself. So there!”’


Wiping away the tears, Rosie asked, ‘And did she do that, Auntie Molly?’


‘No, sunshine, I had the last laugh after all. Yer see, everyone else in the neighbourhood had already heard it on the wireless and within half an hour Maisie had sold every sweet and bar of chocolate in the shop.’


Jack couldn’t mention Nellie’s name without grinning. ‘And was yer mate upset?’


‘I don’t think upset is the word I’d use to describe her reaction.’ Molly pushed her chair back. ‘I’ll have to stand up to do this justice.’


Rosie’s lovely face was agog with anticipation, and as Tommy’s knee was the best seat in the house from which to watch a performance, she moved across to him and put an arm around his neck. ‘Sure, it’s a lucky girl I am, me darlin’, marrying such a foine figure of a man as yerself, and getting a wonderful family into the bargain.’


Molly stood in the centre of the room and squared her shoulders. Then she folded her arms, narrowed her eyes and flared her nostrils. Every action exactly like Nellie’s. Pretending the sideboard was the counter of the corner shop, she snarled, ‘Yer’ve what, Maisie Porter? Well, I’ll be buggered! Yer’ve sold all yer sweets and chocolates to every Tom, Dick and Harry what came in, and yer have the cheek to say yer never gave a thought to me and Molly, what are yer two best customers.’ The eyes became narrower, the lips pursed, and the head began to shake slowly. ‘And you, Alec Porter, it’s no use making excuses, saying yer were rushed off yer flaming feet. That’s the poorest bloody excuse I’ve ever heard. Ye’re never too rushed off yer feet to take our money, are yer? Oh, no, never too busy for that. Well, I’ll be going to the sweet shop for me slab of Cadbury’s, and in future I’ll be getting all me sweets from there. And d’yer know what yer can do with yours? Yer can stick them where Paddy stuck his nuts!’


Molly turned around. ‘This is Maisie now. “It’s no good going to the sweet shop, Nellie, because they’re all sold out as well. I mean, we’ve been caught on the hop. None of us expected them to take sweets off rationing so quickly, and without giving any notice. We only had the same amount as we’ve been getting all through the war. But as soon as we get a delivery, Nellie, I’ll be sure to put some aside for yer.”’


Once again Molly turned to change character. ‘“Yer needn’t bother yerself, Maisie Porter, I’ve told yer what to do with yer chocolate, yer can stick it where Paddy stuck his nuts.”’


Now Rosie had known many men back in Ireland named Paddy, but she’d never heard of them sticking nuts anywhere. And what would it have to do with Nellie not getting her chocolate? ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, Auntie Molly, but it’s meself that would like to be knowing why this Paddy didn’t eat the nuts instead of sticking them somewhere?’


Molly was laughing so much she had to sit down. ‘Oh, sunshine, don’t ever ask yer Auntie Nellie about Paddy and his nuts, because she’d tell yer.’


‘Well, if I asked her then I’d be expecting her to tell me. But can yer not tell me yerself?’


When Molly looked to her mother for guidance, Bridie’s eyes told her she’d got herself into this mess, she could get herself out. ‘That would be a bit difficult, sunshine, ’cos it’s just a saying that’s been around for as long as I can remember.’


But the Irish girl was intrigued and wouldn’t let go. ‘So, you and Auntie Nellie don’t know this Paddy personally? Somebody else told yer about him and where he stuck his nuts?’


Tommy was chuckling inside. When he was younger, he’d asked the same question as his wife had just asked. His Auntie Nellie had used the expression in front of him, and being young and inquisitive, he’d wanted to know where the nuts were stuck. And if his mam hadn’t been there to keep his Auntie Nellie in check, she would have told him without seeing any harm in it. As it was, his mam gave her friend daggers, and answered the question herself. To get her off the hook now, he repeated what he’d been told all those years ago. ‘Rosie, the man wouldn’t tell anyone where he’d put the nuts, except to say it was somewhere where the sun don’t shine.’


Rosie’s brow furrowed as she gave this matter some thought. ‘Sure, the sun doesn’t shine in a lot of places, so Paddy was a clever man, so he was.’


Bridie and Bob tried very hard to keep their faces straight, but Bob couldn’t resist saying, ‘He was a man who must have been able to stand a lot of pain, too.’


This left Rosie totally confused. ‘Sure, it must be meself that’s not very clever, ’cos I can’t see why Paddy should be in pain just because he was hiding his nuts.’


Tommy pulled her close and whispered in her ear. ‘I’ll tell yer about it when we’re in bed tonight, my dearly beloved wife. But for now, don’t yer think it would be good manners to make me mam and dad a cup of tea?’


Rosie jumped to her feet, her hand covering her mouth. ‘Oh, it’s forgetting meself I am. But I’ll not be taking all the blame, and that’s the truth of it. If Auntie Molly hadn’t been so entertaining then yer’d all be sitting with a nice cup of tea in front of yer now.’
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