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CHAPTER ONE

13 January 1931

 




USUALLY, GRETA Arrowsmith was cheered by the chatter of the other girls working in the laundry, but for most of today she’d been sunk in her own thoughts.

‘Wake up,’ her friend Phyllis Wood called. ‘Switch the cold water on.’

Greta did so, and brought her mind back to the job. She could hardly see across the room for the steam. Phyllis had opened the tap on a great cauldron where the whites had been simmering; the boiling water had gushed out and the cauldron was now filling with cold so they could handle the contents. Their job was to check each article to make sure it was thoroughly clean. Woe betide them if the supervisor saw a stain on a sheet once it reached the ironing room.

The Peregrine Laundry took in washing from a nearby nursing home and the sheets were often badly stained. They needed a lot of bleaching.

‘At least you persuaded the boss to give us rubber gloves.’ Phyllis pulled hers on. ‘I used to have hands wrinkled like an old woman’s.’

‘Stops them smelling of bleach too,’ Greta agreed.

‘We need goggles as well,’ Phyllis said, wiping her face with the back of her glove. They all hated bleach; the fumes stung their eyes. ‘Be a sport and ask for them, Greta. You could charm blood out of stone.’

‘But not out of Miss Green.’ She was their supervisor. ‘I’ve already asked her and the answer was no.’ She sighed. ‘She said we’d get used to the fumes.’

‘I never have.’ Phyllis was indignant.

Greta agreed, but she consoled her friend, saying, ‘Come on, by the time we finish this it’ll be time to go home.’

At the first clang of the bell the girls abandoned their work and stampeded towards the cloakroom. Within seconds, the narrow room was a tight crush of laughing chattering girls stripping off their green overalls and putting on outdoor clothes. Greta, who was smaller and slighter than most, had trouble pushing through to her coat peg. In the mirror, she caught a glimpse of herself: tired green eyes, and fair skin now flushed and moist from the heat.

Someone said, ‘It’s a horrible night, raining cats and dogs outside.’

‘I’m keeping my turban on,’ Phyllis sang out. ‘It’ll keep my hair dry.’

‘Me too,’ Greta tucked in the few strands of her blonde hair that had escaped from the regulation green triangle of cloth. It was a rule at the Peregrine Laundry that they must cover their heads tightly to prevent any hair getting on to customers’ clean washing, but they were all keen to cover their hair anyway because the steam would ruin any hairstyle.

Greta had slightly wavy hair and it made hers frizz up. Phyllis, who put curlers in her straight brown hair every night, found the steam made the curl drop out and left it lank.

They were both swept out in the stream of workers rushing to catch buses and trains. Though it was only five o’clock, it was already dark. They lived in the same direction and walked to work. Phyllis fastened the top button of her coat and shivered. Greta linked arms with her and they hurried along a mean street of high shabby buildings while an icy wind blew off the Mersey and blasted rain full in their faces.

Liverpool’s vast and prosperous port, with its miles of docks and warehouses, had created the wealth to build magnificent buildings stretching from the river to Rodney Street and beyond. It had also attracted the poor from all over the world. They came flocking to seek work. This part of the city had developed a rash of factories, railway sidings and overcrowded rooming houses.

Phyllis suggested, ‘Why don’t you ask the boss if he’ll give your boyfriend a job?’

‘Rex isn’t really my boyfriend, but I’ve already asked about a job for him,’ Greta told her. ‘He said business was slack and he couldn’t take on anyone else at the moment.’

‘It’s a rotten place to work anyway. Rex wouldn’t like it. None of us do.’

‘It’s a job,’ Greta said. ‘It’s better than nothing.’

At the busy corner of St James Street, Phyllis left her. Greta lived further away, but she always walked to and from work to save the bus fares.

Her father had been killed in the Great War and Mam had found it a real struggle to bring up Kenneth, her younger brother, and herself. They were poor, even though they now had Greta’s wages to rely on. Usually she found the walk home pleasant after being cooped up for long hours in the laundry, but not tonight. She was tired and had been unable to get Rex Bradshaw’s troubles out of her mind.

She’d known him all her life. As children, they’d been thrown together and ended up being firm friends. He and his family lived in the same street, almost opposite; his mother, Esther, was Mam’s friend. They were both poverty-stricken widows and had helped each other out with child-minding and shopping for years. Greta had been going with Rex to the children’s matinée at the local cinema on Saturday afternoons since she was seven - whenever they could raise the twopenny entrance money.

She was now eighteen. Rex was four years older and since he’d left school at fourteen, he’d had problems finding work. He’d wanted an apprenticeship to train as an engineer but that had proved impossible.

He’d found work off and on in various workshops, and for the past year he’d been working in a garage, helping to service cars and motorbikes. But business had fallen off in the present depression and the owner was having trouble covering the wages bill and making a profit. Rex had been given a week’s notice and from next week he’d be on the dole. Greta knew what that would mean to the Bradshaws. Rex was upset and they’d spent the previous two evenings arguing.

On this cold wet night, Greta was glad to turn the corner  into Henshaw Street, where she lived. On both sides were terraces of tiny flat-fronted houses with two rooms upstairs and two rooms down. In the glow of a streetlight, she saw a bedraggled dog coming slowly towards her, the picture of misery and exhaustion. He must have heard her step because he lifted his head to look at her. They both stopped; the dog backed away, his eyes sparking fear. Greta felt sorry for him.

‘It’s all right,’ she said, trying to sound soothing. ‘I won’t hurt you. What’s the matter?’ She put out her hand and stepped forward to stroke his wet fur. The dog retreated a few steps.

‘Are you lost?’ She felt drawn towards this creature so obviously in trouble. She could see him shivering; he was sodden and rain was dripping off his coat. His eyes seemed to plead, and he looked hungry and frightened. She remembered then that she had food in her bag.

A good hot dinner was provided in the canteen laundry for eightpence a day. Today it had been stew, cabbage and potatoes, followed by a thick slice of Manchester tart, which was jam tart covered with Bird’s custard made thick enough to set solid. Mam had told her she must eat there. The meal was subsidised and therefore good value for the money, but today Greta’s worries had deadened her appetite. Occasionally, when she wasn’t hungry, she brought the pudding home as a treat for her brother and kept a small tin box in her bag for that purpose.

On the spur of the moment she tipped the tart out on the pavement, offering it to the dog, though Kenny would have loved it and Mam would call this wanton waste.  The dog sniffed but kept his anxious gaze on her. Then, taking two tentative steps closer and ready to shy off at the first sign of danger, he stretched out until his jaws snapped round the tart. Three rapid gulps and it was gone. He licked a blob of custard from the pavement and looked up hopefully for more. She smiled before knocking out the last crumbs from the tin, and his tongue was instantly on them.

‘Sorry, that’s all I have,’ Greta told him, putting the tin back in her bag. She extended a hand and he let her stroke his head. The dog seemed to be lost; she felt a rush of sympathy for his plight. The rain was pelting down more heavily than ever. Putting up the collar of her coat, she said, ‘Goodbye,’ and hurried on.

As she turned into the back entry, she realised the dog was padding after her, a dozen paces behind.

‘You can’t come home with me,’ she told him. They couldn’t possibly cope with another mouth to feed. ‘Go on, on your way.’

He dropped back another pace or two but still followed. Greta steeled her heart and was about to shut the yard door in his face, when she heard her thirteen-year-old brother shout, ‘Hang on, Greta,’ as he came hurtling down the entry behind her.

‘Where did you find this dog?’ he asked excitedly. ‘Isn’t he great? Let him come in - I want to see him.’

‘No,’ she said, but they were all in the yard and Kenny had the back gate shut before she could stop him. The light streaming from the scullery window sparkled on his mop of red curls and eager freckled face. Greta got a good look at the  dog for the first time. He was a long-haired black and white collie, timid and frightened.

‘Poor thing, he’s wet and cold.’ Kenny put his arms round the dog. ‘Let’s get him inside.’

‘No,’ Greta said, ‘Mam’ll have a fit.’

But the back door was opening. Mam had seen them. ‘I’m not having that dog in here,’ she said firmly. ‘Don’t even ask. He’ll make a terrible mess.’

‘In the wash house then.’ Kenny already had the door open and the dog by the collar. It was warm and steamy inside. Greta lit the hanging oil lamp they kept there.

‘Don’t let him dirty the washing.’ Their mother had jumped the few paces across the wet yard in her slippers. ‘Let me peg those sheets higher so he can’t reach them.’

Greta lifted a basket of ironing and balanced it on top of the mangle. Her mother took in other people’s washing to help make ends meet.

‘What d’you bring that animal home for? You know we can’t keep it. He’s filthy - just look at him.’

‘I think he’s lost.’ Greta wasn’t going to mention she’d already fed him. She took off her wet cotton turban and her golden hair cascaded to her shoulders.

She was about to peg the turban on the line to dry, but her mother pulled it from her. ‘It might as well be washed, Greta.’

‘Poor dog,’ Kenny said. ‘Gosh! He’s got lovely blue eyes. I thought all dogs had brown eyes.’

‘Yes, especially if their coat is mostly black,’ Mam said. ‘It’ll make it easier for its owner to recognise him.’ He had a white patch on his forehead and matching white front paws.  ‘He’s quite handsome. Or he would be if he was clean.’

‘He’s wet and tired and hungry.’ Kenny’s voice was full of pity. ‘You’ll let him spend the night here, won’t you, Mam? You won’t turn him out in this downpour? He’ll feel better if he has something to eat and a good night’s sleep.’ He had found a dry rag and was rubbing the dog down.

‘He’s wearing a collar.’ Greta turned it round, looking for a name and address, but there wasn’t one. ‘An expensive collar, almost new. Where’ve you come from, laddie?’

‘Can I make him a bed here in the corner?’ Kenny asked.

‘For heaven’s sake, a bed? We’ll never get rid of him if you make him too comfortable.’ Mam sounded shocked.

‘That old laundry basket that’s breaking up -’ Kenny suggested, pointing - ‘you said it would do for starting fires, but we can use it for that after. Go on, you’ve already got a new one. He needs some old coats or something in it, just to get him off this concrete floor.’

‘Newspapers,’ his mother said. ‘Screw them up. Newspapers will be good enough for him.’

They rarely bought newspapers, but the fish-and-chip shop on the corner of the street paid Kenny in kind for collecting old newspapers from their neighbours and he left the tattier ones here for lighting fires.

Kenny filled the old basket with crumpled newspaper and patted it. The dog was pressing himself back against the far wall and looked as though he wanted nothing to do with the bed.

‘Let’s leave him,’ Greta said, propping open the wash-house door. ‘He’s scared stiff. He might lie in it when we’ve gone.’

‘But what about—’ Kenny began.

Greta took his arm and walked him towards the back door. ‘He can’t get out of the yard, can he? He’ll be better left on his own to calm down. Come on, he’ll still be here in the morning.’

They were all blinking in the scullery gaslight. Her mother was just thirty-nine, but there were dark circles under her eyes. She looked haggard and worn out. She’d had a hard life. It was no secret that Mam had often gone to bed hungry in order that her children could have what food there was. Mam had had an inadequate diet for years.

She said, ‘We can’t keep that dog. It’s another mouth to feed and we can’t afford it.’

‘I’d love to,’ Kenny breathed. ‘Please, Mam, I’ve always wanted a dog. Greta likes it; she wants to keep it too.’

‘It must go to the police station tomorrow,’ Mam said firmly. ‘They have a pound for strays.’

Greta understood just how hard it was for her mother to make ends meet. She’d neglected her own clothes, preferring to buy strong shoes and warm coats for her children. Mam’s hair was greying, but it was fair and didn’t show very much. She was honey blonde rather than golden like Greta, and once her face must have been pretty. Now her figure was gaunt and stringy and her back was beginning to look hunched from bending over the wash tub. Her hands were often chapped and wrinkled from being in water too long.

Things had been easier since Greta had started work and would be easier still once Kenny was old enough to earn his keep, provided he could get a job. For women and boys, who  weren’t paid so much as men, that was hard with the depression, but still possible.

Greta recognised the double tap on the front door and knew it was Rex Bradshaw before she opened it. He was tall and slim, with sharply chiselled features and dark straight hair that had been cut by his mother. All the girls at the laundry thought he was handsome.

‘Hello, Greta. I’ve brought back the cup of sugar Mam borrowed yesterday.’ He put it in her hand. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been a bit touchy the last few days.’

Greta could understand that.

‘Let’s go to the pictures tonight. One last fling, yes?’

She hesitated; they couldn’t afford money for the pictures any more than they could for a dog.

‘It’s Laurel and Hardy, with Jean Harlow. We could do with a good laugh, couldn’t we?’ he smiled. She knew it was meant as an olive branch, no more arguments. Rex had a lovely wide smile with strong even teeth. It lit up his face.

‘Yes, let’s,’ she agreed. ‘We’ve got to have a bit of fun.’

‘Good. I’ll call for you after tea.’

Greta went back to the table where Mam was setting out plates of food. When she went out with Rex, she always paid for herself. She always had, even when she’d had to raise the money by running errands for the neighbours or by taking eyes out of potatoes at the chip shop on the corner.

Rex was responsible and thoughtful; mature for his twenty-two years. As a friend and companion, he was great, and she was fond of him. But recently she had sensed he was getting serious about her. She just couldn’t feel romantic towards someone she had known since he’d had scabby knees.

For the last few weeks, Rex had been half expecting to lose his job. He’d seen the signs and had worried about it. Lots of their friends and neighbours were being laid off. It hadn’t come as a surprise to either of them.

What had come as a shock to Greta was Rex’s frustration and the intensity with which he’d said, ‘That’s the death knell to my plans. I wanted us to be married and settle down in a little house of our own.’ He’d shaken his head in agonised disappointment. ‘But I’ve got to have a job, haven’t I?’

That had taken Greta’s breath away. ‘You’ve never said anything about getting married.’ She’d thought they’d shared all their hopes and fears.

His dark eyes had looked into hers. ‘We’ve always been together, haven’t we?’

‘Well, yes, but . . .’

‘I love you.’

‘You’ve never said that before either.’

‘I thought you knew. You let me kiss you the other night.’

‘But I couldn’t stop you.’

Greta didn’t know whether she loved Rex enough to marry him. She was indignant; he’d sprung this on her. ‘I don’t want to marry anyone.’

She’d hardly thought of marriage, except as a sort of Hollywood romance that would lift her right away from the life they all lived in Henshaw Street.

Marrying Rex, even if he found another job, would guarantee more of the down-to-earth hardship she faced every day. Anyway, feeling as she did, it wouldn’t be fair to him.
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Ruth Walsh felt exhausted, but it gave her satisfaction to dish up generous portions of the hotpot she’d made from scrag end of mutton and to watch Kenny and Greta tuck into it. To have a hot meal every evening and a bright fire in the grate made all the difference in mid-winter. The gaslight was brightening Greta’s golden head and Kenny’s ginger one, she felt full of love for them both.

Her life had been a disaster and she felt she couldn’t do much to improve her own lot. For her the die was cast, but she was determined her children would have better lives. It had always been her aim to do her best for them. To see them now, growing up strong and healthy, made her feel she was achieving this, but she wanted them to be happy and enjoy themselves too. It had not been easy to tell Kenny he couldn’t keep this dog. She could see how much he wanted to, but she could buy only so much food, and a dog licence cost seven shillings and sixpence.

If only . . . But it was no good thinking of what might have been, if only the Great War hadn’t happened.

Ruth had married John Arrowsmith when she was nineteen and their daughter, Marguerite Mary, had been born in 1913 when Ruth was twenty-one. She’d thought it a pretty name but it seemed too formal for a small child and she’d shortened it to Greta. She’d thought she had everything she wanted in life, but a year later, John had been killed in the trenches and she’d been a widow.

Ruth had left the rooms she and John had rented and gone home to live with her mother, thinking her chance of having a normal happy life had gone. She’d worked in a munitions factory to earn a living for herself and her  daughter, while her mother had cared for Greta. It had taken her two dreadful years to recover from John’s death.

She had started to find her feet again when she’d met Peter Walsh. He was home from the front, recovering from a gunshot wound to his shoulder. It had been a prolonged home leave. He’d had an infection in the wound but Peter said he couldn’t see that as ill luck. He’d swept Ruth off her feet. She’d fallen head over heels in love with him and couldn’t believe her good fortune when he said he felt the same way about her. She’d thought of Peter as her second chance of happiness, and when he’d asked her to marry him two months later, she’d been thrilled.

Greta had taken to him too. He’d planned to adopt her officially, but he’d been sent back to the front in November 1917 and by March the following year she’d been widowed again. Kenneth had been born the previous Christmas.

This time there’d been no getting over it. Ruth had spent years grieving, not only for Peter, but for her mother too. She’d died in the influenza pandemic that swept the country when the war was over. Ruth had thought being a widowed mother hard the first time, but with a new baby to look after as well and no mother to help, the following years had been a nightmare. It had been her neighbour, Esther Bradshaw, another war widow with a young son, who’d helped her pull through.

For some time now, Ruth had spent three mornings a week cleaning for a hairdresser and a further two cleaning for the wife of the chemist. Both shops were handy, being a short walk away in Balfour Road.

There were hidden benefits to be had from both. The chemist had advised her on dosing the childhood ailments from which Greta and Kenneth had suffered, and had even given her the medicine. The hairdresser did not take payment for cutting either her hair or that of the children, though last Christmas Greta had paid a discounted price for her mother to have a perm. Ruth thought of these things as her bonus.

She noticed Kenny was not finishing all his hotpot this evening. ‘Eat that up, Kenny.’

‘I’m saving a bit for the dog.’

‘No, you eat it all. You’re a growing lad; you need it. There’s plenty of bones the dog can have.’

‘Ma-am, please, just this bit of potato and gravy. I’ve had enough, honest.’

‘Eat it, Kenny. There’s a bit of stale bread the dog can have.’

The children always cleared away and did the washing-up together. ‘It’s your turn to sit down,’ they told her.

Greta was lively and seemed to exude energy. She had the sort of looks that drew the eye, with her golden blonde hair, eyes of jade green, flawless features and fair translucent skin. She looked innocent and childlike, was dainty and light on her feet, but underneath all the sweetness and charm, Ruth knew she had an iron determination. Greta had proved a support to her over the last few years and she was proud of her daughter.

When Kenny went out to give the dog the bits of food he’d collected for its supper, Ruth went to stand at the scullery door to watch. It took the dog no time at all to crunch up the  bones, and he was licking the bowl clean in moments.

She retreated to the fire. It was a tiny house. The stairs went up from the scullery into the first bedroom where there was just enough room to put a single bed for Kenny. She and Greta shared a double bed in the larger front bedroom. The place was big enough for her little family, but it would be nice not to have to go out to the yard to the lavatory.

Nice, too, if she had a hot-water cistern, though the wash house gave her plenty of space for her laundry work. She had to light a fire under the copper to get hot water, but it did for their baths too. The large zinc bath that hung on the wall was used for both. Ruth looked up to see Kenny half dragging an unwilling dog to the fire.

‘Kenny!’

‘He’s dried off, Mam. He won’t dirty anything. Have we got a brush I could use on him? All this dried mud would brush off now. I could make him look nice.’

‘There’s an old scrubbing brush outside. You could use that if you wash it again afterwards.’

‘Thanks, Mam.’

‘But do it out in the yard.’ The rain had ceased by now.

‘All right. Come on, dog.’

The back door opened again and another cold blast took the temperature down. Ruth was about to throw more coal on her fire but stopped herself. They couldn’t afford it. She closed her eyes and lay back in the rocking chair.

It seemed no time before Kenny was back with the dog.

‘He looks much better,’ she agreed.

‘He’s a handsome dog, isn’t he? Poor thing, we can’t leave him alone out there all the time.’

She sighed. ‘You mean you want him to stay with us by the fire?’

‘Can I, please? Just for an hour or so. I want to play with him.’

Ruth hadn’t the heart to say no. There were few treats she could allow. She said, ‘I don’t think he wants to be in here, though.’

‘He does, Mam. Look, he’s licking my hand. He likes me. I wonder what his name is.’

‘It’s not on his collar so there’s no way of knowing.’

‘What shall we call him? I’m trying to think of a name. D’you think Bill would suit him?’

Ruth saw her mistake: Kenny was bonding with this dog. ‘We needn’t call him anything; he’ll be going to the dog pound tomorrow.’ She should have taken him straight there.

‘Mam, please, please, I’d love to keep him. Greta would too. Please let him stay.’

‘We can’t, Kenny, I’m sorry. He doesn’t belong to us, anyway. He must have an owner somewhere who’ll be fretting for him. You must take him to the police station in the morning before you go to school.’

School for Kenny didn’t start until nine o’clock. She and Greta had to start work by eight. Ruth made sure they all began the day with stomachs full of porridge and tea. Kenny was up and playing with the dog when she left. A small portion of porridge had been saved for his breakfast this morning, and Kenny was still wheedling to be allowed to keep him.

‘No, Kenny, we can’t, and that’s that. Take him to the police station now.’

Ruth hurried home at midday to light her fire. During the winter months, she made a big pan of soup, which, with a slice of bread, did her and Kenny for lunch all week. She spent threepence on bones and threw in all her vegetable scraps and leftovers to spin it out.

While the soup pan was heating up, she went to the wash house to bring in the ironing she needed to do that afternoon, and was shocked to see the bundle of black fur still curled up on its newspaper bed. She felt a rush of anger too. Kenny usually did as he was told.

He came running up the yard moments later.

‘I just couldn’t, Mam,’ he choked. ‘I tied a piece of string to his collar but he didn’t want to go. His eyes were pleading, he looked so pathetic, and he isn’t a stray, anyway.’

Ruth said, ‘He’s got to go. I’ll take him myself when I’ve done the ironing.’

‘No Mam, please. Let me. I’ll do it after school.’

At the table Kenny broke his bread in half. ‘For the dog,’ he said. ‘Can he have just a drop of soup over it? There’s plenty here.’

Ruth was exasperated. ‘One meal a day is enough for a dog. He doesn’t need three.’

The dog licked his bowl clean in moments. ‘He is hungry,’ Kenny said. ‘That proves it.’

‘He’s eating more than we are. He’s not thin so perhaps he’s greedy?’

‘Mam! Before Greta found him, he’d had nothing to eat for days. He was starving, you know he was. After today, one meal a day will be enough.’

Ruth sighed. ‘You can give him that big bone from the  soup. It’s been boiled for hours, we’ll get no more nourishment from it.’

‘Thanks, Mam.’ Kenny had a wide smile on his face. ‘He’ll love that. I’ll take him for a walk first. Dogs have to have walks. He can gnaw at the bone all afternoon.’




CHAPTER TWO


WITH THE house to herself again, Ruth put her flat irons in the fire and set about the ironing. Every time she went into the wash house those bright blue eyes seemed to plead with her to be allowed to stay. The dog was worming his way into her affections too, but she wasn’t going to change her mind.

Later in the afternoon Ruth crossed the street to see Esther Bradshaw, and met her coming out of her front door.

‘I’m just popping down to Riley’s the Newsagent to get the local paper. Rex wants to see if there are any jobs advertised.’

Esther was only three years older than Ruth, but looked to be in late middle age. She too had had a hard struggle to bring up a son on her own. Her brown hair had faded to a softer dun colour and was now sprinkled with grey; she wore it pulled back into a tight bun in the nape of her neck. Her fair skin was crazed with tiny wrinkles and her tawny eyes looked defeated.

‘I’ll walk with you,’ Ruth said, ‘then you can come home  with me and I’ll make a cuppa.’ Esther had not been herself since Rex had been given a week’s notice. Ruth told her about the dog in her wash house.

When her friend went into the shop, Ruth read the notices pinned on postcards down the side of the window. Her eyes were drawn to one headed ‘Lost Dog’, but it was a brown terrier that was missing.

Esther was opening the paper to study the Situations Vacant columns as soon as Ruth got her into her living room. She said, ‘Not many jobs here today.’

Ruth lowered the kettle on to the hot coals. ‘It’s this depression.’

Esther turned the page with a sigh. ‘There’s nothing much Rex could apply for. He’s desperate to find work. D’you know what he said?’

‘What?’

‘ “I’ll have to join the army, Mam. Then I wouldn’t be an extra mouth for you to feed.” ’

Ruth was aghast. ‘Don’t let him.’

‘I told him no, absolutely not. I couldn’t stand the thought of him going in the army. It killed his father.’

‘I should think not! Both my husbands were in the army and look what happened to them.’ Her eyes went up to the photographs on her mantelpiece. On one side she was John Arrowsmith’s bride, and on the other, Peter Walsh’s. She looked so young and radiantly happy, yet all her hopes had come to naught.

‘He says it’s peacetime and nobody’s getting killed now, but if there was another war . . . Anyway, I want him here with me. I can’t cope without him. He’s all I’ve got.’

‘I know,’ Ruth sighed. ‘Here’s Kenny home from school.’

From the scullery window, she watched him come up the yard and go straight to the wash house. The dog met him at the door, his tail wagging a vigorous welcome.

‘Mam, did you see that?’ Kenny and the dog came into the scullery. ‘He was smiling at me, showing his teeth. Isn’t he great?’

‘Dogs don’t smile,’ Esther told him.

‘This one does. Look, he’s still shivering with excitement. Mam, can I have a slice of bread and jam?’

‘I told you you’d be hungry. You’d no business to give that dog some of your dinner.’ Ruth got up to cut him a round of bread. ‘You take him straight round to the police now, d’you hear?’

‘Ah, Mam, please.’

Esther said suddenly from the table, ‘Just look here. Somebody’s put a notice in the paper about a lost dog. “Two-year-old black and white border collie bitch,” ’ she read, ‘ “with blue eyes. Answers to the name of Jess.” ’

‘A bitch?’ Ruth wanted to laugh. ‘Is it?’

‘Of course it’s a bitch,’ Esther giggled. ‘What were you thinking of?’

Kenny came to read the notice for himself. The dog was curled up on the floor already half asleep.

‘Jess,’ he said in a loud voice. Her head came up immediately and she turned to look at him.

‘That’s her,’ Ruth said. ‘There’s a phone number here. I’m going straight down to the phone box to let them know we’ve got her.’

‘I wanted to keep her.’ Kenny’s lip quivered.

‘There’ll be a reward, it says,’ she consoled.

When she walked down to the phone box outside Riley’s paper shop, Kenny and the dog trailed behind her.

Ruth said, ‘This is the right thing to do. He’ll be better off back with his rightful owner than in the police pound.’

‘It’s a she, Mam. I didn’t think she was a girl, did you?’

‘No.’ Ruth felt that was the least of her worries. She asked the operator to connect her with the number and a woman’s voice answered.

‘It’s about the notice you put in the paper,’ Ruth said. ‘A black and white collie followed my daughter home last night. It’s got bright blue eyes.’

‘That sounds like Jess. Whereabouts are you?’

Ruth dictated her name and address and the woman wrote it down with painstaking slowness.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Masters hasn’t come home yet. He went to Prestatyn. I’ll let him know Jess has been found.’

‘Your husband will collect Jess then?’

‘Oh, Mr Masters isn’t my husband. I’m the maid.’ The woman kept her talking. ‘I don’t think he’ll come tonight unless he just sends the car for her. What day is it tomorrow? . . . Yes, he often has business in Liverpool on Thursday afternoons. It’ll probably be more convenient if he calls tomorrow evening, say between six and seven, before he comes home. Though what if it’s not the right dog?’

Ruth was afraid the money would run out and she didn’t want to spend more on this.

‘Does she have a red collar?’ the maid asked.

‘Yes.’

‘It sounds like Jess. If he can’t collect her until tomorrow you’ll keep her safe?’

As Ruth agreed, the money dropped and she was cut off.

Kenny had propped the door of the booth open, so he could listen to what was said. ‘We’re to keep her till tomorrow? That’s marvellous.’

‘A maid and a car,’ Ruth marvelled.

Kenny sighed. ‘Jess’s owner must be rich. I expect she’ll want to go home.’

 



The following night, as soon as they’d finished their tea, Ruth got the children to tidy up more quickly and thoroughly than usual. She was never comfortable with strangers in her home; she’d come down in the world and was ashamed of its shabbiness. She banked up the fire in the range and swept the hearth again. The dog had gone to sleep under the table. She’d given Kenny a generous amount of food to feed her now it looked as though it would be her last meal here.

She made Kenny wash his face and comb his unruly red hair. She didn’t want him to look as though nobody cared for him.

‘Greta, why don’t you change out of your working clothes? You must have something smarter than that old jumper and skirt.’

‘Why?’ Kenny wanted to know.

‘I like us to look our best for visitors.’

‘Especially rich visitors,’ Greta told him.

Kenny had parted the curtains at the front window and was watching the dark street. Ruth ran upstairs to take off  her pinafore and comb her hair. At least her children had taken after their fathers instead of inheriting her pale washed-out looks.

She heard Kenny call, ‘I think there’s a car coming. It’s lighting up the street. Yes, it’s stopping here. It’s a big posh car.’ His voice became a squeal. ‘He’s even got a driver.’

Their front door opened straight from the living room to the pavement. By the time Ruth had run downstairs, Kenny had pulled back the curtain they kept drawn to shut out the draughts and had opened the door. A large man was offering his hand to Greta.

‘Mungo Masters,’ he said. ‘I believe you’ve found my dog? You are Ruth Walsh?’

‘No, I’m Greta. Do come in.’

He took off his bowler hat and had to bend to get inside. Ruth thought he seemed larger than life. He was a striking figure, wearing a sharp grey suit and a bright waistcoat, with several heavy gold watch chains crossing it. He had dark hair and rather swarthy skin, a gold tooth too, which showed when he smiled.

‘I’m Ruth Walsh, Greta’s mother. I telephoned about the dog.’

When he took her hand in a hearty grasp, his rings hurt her fingers. Self-confidence shone out of him like a beacon. This was a man who knew what he wanted and how to get it. His dark eyes lingered on her face; he was handsome in a rather exotic way, but flashy. He wore too much jewellery and Ruth thought him altogether too showy.
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Mungo Masters stepped into the tiny room and was surprised to find it so clean and comfortable. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the girl. Greta, she’d said her name was. She was slim and slight, and he’d never seen a more perfect face. ‘Dainty’ was the word that came to his mind. Wide-set green eyes smiled up at him; he had to stop himself putting out his hand to touch her long golden hair.

‘This is the dog,’ she said. Her voice was soft and had none of the rough accent he’d expected to find in this neighbourhood.

For the first time he saw Jess. She was under the table, her back rigid, her nose pointing and on full alert. He took a step closer and stopped. The damn dog was backing away in terror.

‘That’s my Jess, all right. I’m very grateful to you for looking after her, and for ringing up about her. Very kind of you.’ He moved towards a rocking chair by the fire.

‘Won’t you sit down for a minute?’ the older woman invited.

‘Thank you.’ He lowered himself on to it. It was easy to see the mother had been brought up in better circumstances; she was polite, with a gracious manner.

‘This is my little brother, Kenneth,’ the girl said. ‘He’s looked after Jess.’ They were not alike in any way, though he was a nice enough-looking lad.

‘I love your dog,’ he said. ‘I wish I could keep her.’

‘Kenneth!’ his mother said. ‘You know that’s impossible.’

Kenny said, ‘How did you come to lose her here? She was frightened.’ His face was screwing up with concern.

Mungo smiled at Greta. He’d thought they might ask this.  ‘My driver had an accident, not a bad one. He rammed another car at the traffic lights out on the main road. I got out to see how much damage he’d caused, forgetting about Jess. I didn’t close the car door behind me and she took off like a rocket. I expect the bump scared her.’

‘Poor old thing.’ Kenny was stroking her head. ‘When was that?’

‘Let me see, that would be Friday afternoon. I came over to check on my business in Southport and then came into Liverpool to discuss a new contract with a factory near here. I live over on the Wirral side.’

‘It was Tuesday evening,’ Greta said, ‘when she followed me home.’

‘She was starving and wet through,’ the lad added.

‘May we ask what sort of a business you have?’ The mother turned her eyes on him.

‘Funfairs.’

‘In the plural?’ She was smiling and he realised she had a faded beauty. She looked drawn, old before her time, perhaps not in the best of health.

‘Three.’ He couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice. He’d vowed to get on when he was a lad and he had. ‘Covered arcades. It means I get the trade even on wet days. In fact, that’s when business is best for me - when everything else is rained off.’

His eyes drifted to the girl again. She was like a magnet, pulling at his senses. How old would she be? Twenty? He realised he was staring and switched his gaze to the lad. With his red curls and freckles, he didn’t look much like either of the women. Mungo had meant to reward them  with a pound for looking after Jess, but now he had a better idea.

‘Do you like funfairs?’ he asked Kenny.

‘You bet I do. Not that Mam lets us go much.’

‘We can’t afford to spend on things that aren’t essential,’ Ruth choked with embarrassment. She didn’t want him to think she disapproved of such places.

‘My biggest one is in New Brighton. Why don’t you both come over and have a day out?’

‘Both?’ The word lingered on the girl’s tongue.

‘All of you, I mean,’ he said hurriedly. Mustn’t upset the old girl. ‘I promised a reward for getting Jess back. You can try out all the rides, everything free, of course. You won’t have to go to school on Saturday - what about coming then?’

Kenny was almost jumping up and down in anticipation. ‘Have you got chairoplanes?’

‘Yes, and Dodgem cars.’

‘Mam and I have to go to work on Saturday mornings,’ Greta told him regretfully.

‘Afternoon then? I could send my car for you? What time?’

The mother asked, ‘Wouldn’t it be just as quick if we walked to Pier Head and took the ferry across?’

He smiled. ‘You’re right. It’s quite a performance going across on the luggage boat, and even worse having to drive up to the transporter bridge at Widnes. I do wish they’d get on with building this tunnel they’re talking about. It would make life much easier.

‘Yes, come over on the ferry and I’ll get my driver to pick  you up at New Brighton pier. What time shall we say? Two o’clock?’

He stood up, satisfied now he knew he would see Greta again.

‘Thank you, Mr Masters,’ she said. ‘You’re very kind.’

‘Mungo, please.’

The mother was frowning. ‘You’re not from these parts? Your name . . . ?’

‘Well, yes, I am. It’s a family name. I believe some of my forebears came from Glasgow, where it’s not uncommon. Some came from Ireland too. I’m a real mixture.’

He hadn’t been christened Mungo - the mother had been quick to pick up on that. As a child he’d been called Micky, but Micky Masters made him sound like the sort of Irishman who was always ready to put his fists up. That wasn’t the impression he wanted to give. Mungo had the right ring about it for using in his business.

He looked round. ‘I’d better go; take Jess home.’

Kenny asked, ‘Will I be able to see her on Saturday?’

‘Yes, if you want to.’

The lad persuaded her out from under the table. She came without fuss. ‘Come on, Jess.’ He led her out to the car, fondling her ears.

 



‘Just fancy,’ Ruth said, when they went back to the fire after saying goodbye. ‘He kept his driver sitting out there in the cold and the dark all that time.’

‘But he’s very kind,’ Kenny said, his brown eyes sparkling. ‘It’s a lovely reward, isn’t it? We’ll have a fine time on Saturday.’

Greta said, ‘Yes, but Rex was expecting me to go out with him.’

‘You can do that any time,’ Kenny said easily. ‘An afternoon at the fair is different.’ After a moment he added, ‘But I’d rather have kept Jess.’

‘I’d never have guessed his forebears came from Glasgow,’ Ruth said slowly. ‘I’d have said some Mediterranean region. He was flashily dressed, not in the best taste.’

‘He’s handsome,’ Greta said. ‘Rather flamboyant, I thought.’

‘Wears too much jewellery.’ Ruth thought for a moment. ‘Did you see his rings? About four on each hand.’

Three,’ Greta corrected. ‘There’s something romantic about him, isn’t there? He reminds me of Rudolph Valentino.’

Ruth hadn’t liked the way he’d stared at Greta. She hoped she was doing the right thing in agreeing to visit his funfair. Mungo Masters was nearer her age than Greta’s. He’d paid altogether too much attention to so young a girl. It would have been more appropriate if he’d taken more interest in her.

Ruth sighed. She had to accept that she’d reached the age when men no longer looked at her. Something told her he was doing this to see more of Greta, but at least he’d done the right thing and invited the whole family.

 



By Saturday, Ruth had even more misgivings about Mungo Masters and had even thought of telephoning with some excuse not to go, but Kenny was so thrilled at the prospect of the funfair and of being able to see Jess again. They set out  wearing their best. Greta had made a big effort and was looking lovely. It was a grey wintry afternoon.

The arrangements Mr Masters had made went like clockwork. His driver, wearing a pale grey uniform with lots of silver braid and buttons, was waiting for them on the pier as they came off the ferry. As he led them to the car, he told them his name was George Higginbottom, but that Mr Masters had started calling him Georgio and now everybody did. Ruth could appreciate just how large and expensive a car it was now she saw it in daylight.

Georgio was older than Mungo and heavily built. He had the broken nose and slightly swollen face of a boxer and his hands seemed to be the size of spades when they were spread out on the steering wheel of the Bentley.

Kenny could hardly speak for excitement. It was his first ever car ride, but they’d only gone a few hundred yards before she could see an immense wooden structure with the words ‘Mungo’s Pleasure Arcade’ picked out in neon lights that were flashing on and off even now in mid-afternoon.

The car rolled to a halt in front of huge double glass doors that were propped open. Hurdy-gurdy music was blaring out. It made Ruth want to dance. She hadn’t been keen to come but now she could feel her spirits lifting. The driver rushed to open the back door to let them out.

‘Doesn’t this make you feel important?’ Greta whispered.

Georgio ushered them inside. Here the noise was even louder: the buzz of machinery, screams of excitement, raucous laughter and crashes from the Dodgems were added to the music. The driver led them up some stairs to an office.  Ruth had a glimpse of Mungo Masters poring over ledgers on his desk before he leaped to his feet to greet them. His eyes went straight to Greta but he gave them all a warm welcome, offering glasses of lemonade or pop.

Kenny shook his head. He was jumping up and down with excitement. ‘No, thank you. I can’t wait to see your funfair.’ He was already in front of one of the two large windows looking down on the fair below.

Ruth agreed, feeling the first prickle of anticipation.

Greta was smiling at Mungo, her cheeks rosy and her green eyes sparkling. ‘Let’s go straight down to the fair. This music is getting me in the mood.’

Mungo Masters took three gold-coloured cards from his desk drawer and wrote the date on them.

‘Show these when you’re asked for tickets. The men will know I want you to have free rides.’

‘As many rides as we want?’ Kenny asked breathlessly.

‘As many as you can stand,’ he told him, but his gaze was on Greta. ‘Come on, I’ll show you round.’

Kenny had to have a ride on the chairoplanes as soon as he saw them.

‘I hope he won’t get lost,’ Ruth worried.

Mr Masters said, ‘I’ll ask Georgio to keep an eye on him, make sure he doesn’t.’

Ruth could see there was an understanding between him and Georgio. He was not only his driver but his general factotum. Georgio seemed to run his errands and look after him generally.

‘Thank you,’ she said, wondering if she’d misjudged Mungo. He was very thoughtful.

He stood between her and Greta, holding on to an arm of each, a commanding presence. It was easy to see he was the boss by the way he spoke to the men running the roundabouts and side shows and his staff were deferential. Mungo’s funfair was well patronised. The clientele was all young, mostly youths or children. They all seemed to be enjoying themselves.

‘As you can see, it’s a mixture of side shows and roundabouts,’ he told them. ‘Do feel free to try anything you fancy.’

Greta stopped at a cocount shy. She hit a coconut with one ball, and it wobbled but stayed put.

‘You’ve got to put more weight behind it.’ Mungo picked up her last ball and hurled it with all his might. The coconut was pitched out. He led Greta forward to choose a prize from those displayed on shelves behind. She chose a china ornament to hold rings on her dressing table.

He led her then to the rifle range, and they were joined by Kenny, who wanted to learn to shoot. Ruth found herself by a stall where pennies were being rolled down in the hope they’d land on squares that were designated prize winners. One glimpse of her gold card and the stall holder gave her ten metal tallies. She ended up winning fourpence.

Mungo had won a stuffed toy dog for his shooting, before he was recalled to his office. He gave it to Greta but it was Georgio who carried their prizes round. They tried the ghost train, the swing boats, and the merry-go-round with horses that pranced up and down. Ruth watched while Greta and Kenny enjoyed the helter-skelter and other more vigorous rides. The music whirled and the crowd shouted and  screamed. Ruth won a vase at the hoopla stall. She couldn’t believe how quickly the afternoon was going, or how much she was enjoying it. She felt exhilarated.

Georgio told them Mr Masters had asked him to take them back to his office at six o’clock. The office was built out on pillars above the refreshment bar. Ruth could see Mungo watching them from one of the windows. He raised his hand to wave to her.

When they went up, he said to her, ‘I’d like to take you all back to my home to see Jess and have a bite of supper. Is that all right? Georgio will bring the car round to the front.’

‘That’s very kind,’ said Ruth.

He put Kenny in the front with the driver. Ruth couldn’t help noticing that he ushered her into the back seat first so that he could sit next to Greta.

Mungo pointed out the fish-and-chip shop next door to his funfair. ‘I own that too,’ he told them. ‘Did you notice the refreshment bar in the fair itself ? I believe in providing everything the customers are likely to want.’

‘Kenny had an ice cream at the fair. Georgio said it would be all right.’

‘Of course,’ Mungo said.

Ruth decided his manner was somewhat bossy. He was instantly in control of every situation, but he was a good businessman. She told him that and asked where his other funfairs were.

‘I have one at Southport and one in Prestatyn, in North Wales.’

‘Quite a business empire,’ Greta said. ‘How long has it taken you to build it up?’

He smiled disarmingly. ‘All my life. I worked in a fair as a boy. It was my ambition to be the boss.’

‘But what about the war?’ Ruth asked. ‘Surely you were called up to fight?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Weren’t we all? A terrible time . . . I try to forget it. I was twenty-nine when it ended and I was discharged from the army. I decided then I’d had enough working for other people.’

Ruth was trying to work out how old he’d be now. Forty-one? Just about her own age.

‘I knew it was high time to get on with it if I was ever going to achieve anything.’

‘You’ve achieved a great deal,’ Greta told him.

He sighed. ‘If it weren’t for this slump, I’d be doing better. I’d get more customers.’

Ruth said, ‘I was surprised to see how many people you drew in this afternoon.’

‘There’ll be more tonight - there always are in the evenings. I provide a warm place on cold grey days. A place where there’s light and fun to be had. It takes people out of themselves for an hour or so; makes them feel better about everything.’

‘You draw in the young, then they spend money they can’t afford,’ Ruth said before she could stop herself.

‘More than likely,’ he smiled. ‘But I don’t force them to spend anything, I just show them what’s on offer. If they don’t spend in my fair, their money would go on cinema tickets or beer. I aim to have a share of the money people spend on entertainment.’

‘I take my hat off to you for doing that,’ Ruth said. ‘It  must be hard when so many are being thrown out of work. I have a friend living across the road - her son has just been laid off through no fault of his own.’

Greta said, ‘Rex provided most of the income going into that house, but he hasn’t much chance of finding another job.’

‘The queues outside the labour exchange are frighteningly long,’ Ruth added. ‘They’re both feeling desperate. He’ll be on the dole next week.’

‘Is he young?’

‘Too young to be thrown on the scrap heap. He’s twenty-two.’

Mungo smiled at her. ‘Old enough to be responsible. I can always use another pair of hands. Ask him to come and see me on Monday. If he seems a reasonable chap, willing and keen, I’ll give him a try.’

‘Will you?’ Ruth was amazed. ‘He’ll be very grateful and so will his mother. Me too. You’re very kind.’

Greta laughed out loud. ‘Thank you. I’m thrilled. Rex has been so worried. We’re all very grateful to you.’ Ruth thought this was a wonderful outcome of their day out.

She noticed then they were leaving the town. ‘You don’t live in New Brighton, then?’ she asked.

‘Just outside, really, in the country. Officially the address is Meols.’

The car turned right into a drive. A sign on the gatepost read ‘The Chase’.

Greta was craning to look. ‘Your house looks straight out to the Irish Sea? What a lovely position.’

‘On fine days,’ Mungo smiled. ‘In the winter it gets the full  force of every gale. Fortunately, it’s a quarter of a mile back from the coast.’

Ruth was craning her neck too. The car came to a halt in front of a large modern stucco building. She could hardly get her breath. He lived in a magnificent house.

He took them into the hall. It was vast, and furnished with a lot of mirrors that made it seem bigger still. The drawing room had two french windows leading on to a terrace and overlooked a well-kept garden enclosed in high hedges.

‘Where’s Jess?’ Kenny asked, pulling on Mungo’s sleeve.

‘She has a kennel outside; she stays there when I’m not home. I’ll have her brought in.’ He pressed a bell push and a maid, wearing a black dress with a white muslin apron, appeared as if by magic. She was a gaunt, grey-haired woman in late middle age, who wore her starched and frilly cap pulled well down on her forehead.

‘This is Norah,’ Mungo told his guests. ‘Bring Jess in here, please.’

Norah reappeared a few moments later, dragging a reluctant dog on a lead.

Kenny stepped forward. ‘Hello, Jess.’ She changed instantly, the tail almost wagging the dog as she shot towards him. She was smiling and snorting and looked absolutely delighted to see him again.

Kenny sat down on the carpet with his arms round her. She was licking his chin.

Greta got up to fondle her ears. ‘She’s lovely, isn’t she, Mam?’

Norah was asked to bring sherry for the adults and a soft  drink for Kenny. Ruth sipped hers. ‘Is there no Mrs Masters?’ she asked, hoping she didn’t sound nosy.

‘There was once.’ Mungo tore his brown eyes from Greta to look at her. ‘I’m divorced.’

‘Oh! I’m sorry.’

The very word made Ruth feel uneasy. It was rare. She didn’t know anybody else who’d been divorced. There was something not quite nice about it. She’d thought divorced men unprincipled, without morals and not to be trusted, perhaps a little shifty. They had, after all, broken their solemn promise. It made her wonder what had become of his wife. What had she done to deserve to be divorced?

But having seen how kind and thoughtful Mungo could be, Ruth decided perhaps she shouldn’t condemn him out of hand. All the same, she didn’t like to see him paying this sort of attention to her young daughter.

There was something stigmatising about divorce. She certainly wouldn’t welcome a divorced man as a suitor for Greta.

He’d mentioned a bite to eat - it turned out to be a full dinner served in style in the formal dining room. Soup, followed by roast beef and all the trimmings, and a chocolate sponge pudding to finish off. It was all delicious and Ruth had developed a good appetite. Mungo told them he had a cook.

She marvelled that he employed two people to look after his own domestic needs. Her gaze wandered round the room and she was very impressed by all she saw. To Ruth, who was used to the wash house in Henshaw Street, this represented  unimaginable wealth and comfort. She found it almost impossible to take in.

He asked a little about her own circumstances. She told him about being widowed at the age of twenty-two and again at twenty-six by the Great War, and also about the hard life she’d had since. She made a point of telling him Greta was eighteen now. She wanted him to know how very young she was.

Without being asked, Kenny was prattling on about his school and Greta told him about her job in the laundry.

When it was time to leave, he escorted them out to his car, which was going to drive them back to New Brighton pier to catch the boat. He even went to the trouble of looking up the times of the ferry in a timetable. All their prizes were already in the car, together with another box.

‘A few sweets for Kenny,’ he explained.

Ruth thanked him for his kindness and said she’d had a lovely day. Greta and Kenny said a lot more in the same vein.

‘It was a lovely reward for looking after Jess,’ Kenny said.

‘You must come and do it again.’ Mungo was looking at Greta.

‘Can we?’ Kenny’s eyes were wide with hope. ‘I’d love to.’

‘Come next Saturday, if you want to,’ he said easily. ‘All of you.’

He didn’t look at Ruth. She knew it was only good manners that made him include her, and she politely declined, though she was afraid what he really wanted was Greta on her own.

‘You know where to find us now.’

‘Yes, it’s only a few steps from the pier - we won’t need the car.’ Kenny was full of enthusiasm.

Ruth couldn’t help but notice Mungo was addressing Greta again. ‘Come up to my office and say hello as soon as you arrive.’

‘All right,’ Kenny called. ‘Goodbye, and thank you very much.’ As the car drew away, he said, ‘You will come with me next week, won’t you, Greta?’

‘You bet,’ she said. ‘Try and stop me. We’ve had a great day, haven’t we?’




CHAPTER THREE


GRETA WAS tired as they walked up Henshaw Street. At the Bradshaws’ house, the glow of gaslight was showing through the front curtains.

‘They’re in,’ Mam said. ‘We’d better call and say we might have found a job for Rex and that he must go to see Mungo on Monday.’

It was Greta who knocked and Esther who came to the door.

‘Rex has gone to talk to the lads next door,’ she said. ‘I made him go, thinking it would cheer him up.’

‘We’ve got news that might cheer him more,’ Ruth smiled.

‘Good. Come on in and I’ll put the kettle on.’

Greta hesitated. ‘You go, Mam - you fixed it up, anyway. Kenny needs to go to bed. I’ll go home too.’

When Greta unlocked their own front door and let herself into the living room it felt cold. No fire had been lit in the range all day, and it was too late to think of lighting it now. She didn’t even light the gas but found candles for herself and Kenny, and followed him upstairs, deciding she’d have  an early night. She undressed and got into the double bed she shared with her mother, closed her eyes and turned to the wall, wanting to savour the events of the day.

She was exhilarated and miles from sleep; she could feel blood coursing through her veins whenever she thought of Mungo. She’d had a fantastic afternoon and evening, and had been very conscious of his eyes playing with hers. She thought Mungo had really wanted to give her more attention, though he’d made an effort to talk to Mam. At times their conversation had sounded quite stilted. She relived the moment when his fingers had brushed her wrist and she’d shivered with pleasure.

Greta was dazzled that a man of Mam’s age might be interested in her. She was almost sure he was, and that he wanted to kiss her. That was why he’d invited her and Kenny again next Saturday. He probably would kiss her next week. The thought excited her.

She marvelled that while poor Mam looked old and drawn before her time, Mungo was very attractive. She found his manner seductive; he had an aura of masculine vitality.

All Greta knew of the facts of life she’d picked up from the girls she worked with. They talked of their boyfriends all the time as they sorted and soaped the soiled linen in the laundry. Vera Humbert, in particular, could come out with some lewd details, which sometimes caused the others to burst into coarse laughter.

Nevertheless, all the girls wanted to be married and the sooner the better. Mam had been married twice but, she said, she was surprised she’d been able to manage it, that  when she was growing up before the Great War there had already been more girls of marriageable age in England, but by 1918, when the war ended, almost a generation of young men had been wiped out, making the imbalance much worse. It was then no longer possible for all the young women to find themselves husbands. Now, in the early thirties, the position had improved slightly for young girls.

All the same, every girl at the laundry dreaded being left humiliatingly without a partner and in time becoming an ‘old maid’. It would mean working all their lives in the laundry and ending up like Miss Green, their supervisor, whose only pleasure in life was bossing them about.

Greta had grown up with all sorts of beliefs about it. It was said that whoever accepted the last slice of bread or the last cake on a plate would end up an old maid, so however much Greta wanted it she’d press it on Kenny or Mam instead.

Mam never spoke of her married life. According to the girls at work, all mothers had been born in Queen Victoria’s reign and the secrets of the marriage bed had to be kept. Poor Mam had had little enough of married life, both her husbands having been sent off to fight in the trenches. Despite saying little, Mam had managed to impart the fact that girls who let men touch them before they were married were absolutely finished. No decent man would want to marry them after that. They had ruined their chances in life.

Greta heard her mother arrive home and come straight up with her candle. She undressed quickly and slid in beside her.

‘Mam, your feet are freezing!’ She turned over and moved  closer, curving her own body round her mother’s and putting an arm round her waist.

‘Esther’s over the moon,’ Mam whispered. ‘Full of gratitude that we’ve got Rex this chance.’

Greta hugged the thought to her. She was pleased for Rex, but perhaps this was her big chance too. Poor Mam, her chances had been ruined but it hadn’t been her fault. She could type and do Pitman’s shorthand and had earned a good salary, but she’d worked in the council offices before she was married and the Council didn’t employ married women. She’d had to resign from that. It had been Mam’s ambition that Greta should learn to type too, but they’d never been able to save enough money for the lessons.

Greta had worked in a grocer’s shop for a year when she’d first left school. That had been a job she’d enjoyed, once she’d got used to being on her feet all day, but when the depression tightened its hold, the grocer had told Greta he’d have to cut down on staff. The only job she’d been able to get after that was in the Peregrine Laundry.

 



On Sunday afternoon, Rex came knocking at the door to ask Greta to go for a walk with him. She wasn’t keen - the temperature hadn’t risen much above freezing all day - but he said they needed to talk and it was the only way they could be on their own.

Rex hardly seemed to notice the cold. Swaddled in scarf and gloves she tramped round the city with him. They visited the site where the new cathedral was being built. Freezing fog hung over the trees and not much progress appeared to have  been made since their last visit. From there, they headed towards the Pier Head.

Rex was elated that he might be able to get another job quickly. ‘I’ll be forever grateful to you,’ he told her.

‘It was Mam who put it to Mungo, not me.’

‘Yes, but you found the dog. If it works out and I get a job, we’ll be able to think of our future again.’

Greta bit her lip. She wasn’t ready to say she wanted to spend the future with him. That’s what they’d been arguing about last week. She felt he was pressing her for a commitment and refusing to believe she was in no hurry. She had to make her feelings clearer.

‘It’s the past we’ve shared, Rex,’ she said as gently as she could. ‘We were thrown together and we’ve been good friends but you talked of us getting married . . .’

He pulled her closer. ‘I love you, Greta.’

‘I hadn’t realised.’

‘You don’t love me? Is that what you’re trying to say?’

‘I’m very fond of you. You’re my best friend.’ She could see that wasn’t enough for Rex.

‘We’ve always gone about together. I thought I was showing you I loved you. You always seemed happy with that.’

Greta hesitated. Had she been leading him on? She hadn’t meant to. ‘I don’t want to think of getting married and settling down. I’m not ready.’

His hand tightened on her arm. ‘I think of that as the next step.’

‘Perhaps, but not yet. I don’t want to be tied down. Anyway, we can’t, it’s impossible, even if you get this job. We don’t earn enough, not to set up home on our own.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Without thinking, he moved further away from her. ‘I should remember you’re much younger than I am.’

‘Yes, I want a bit of fun first. Perhaps see a bit more of life.’

‘Right . . .’ He was hurrying her along now. ‘I suppose it’s all pie in the sky anyhow.’

‘My mam will need my wages at least until Kenny’s earning. Your mam needs yours and always will.’

‘You could come and live with us.’

‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘No.’

She knew just how hard it would be to make ends meet, particularly if they had a family. Penny-pinching had been with her all her life. She didn’t want to starve herself so she could put children to bed with full stomachs. By looking along Henshaw Street, she could see women who had damaged their health and made themselves old before their time by doing that; and all in the name of love.

‘I do care about you, Rex,’ she told him. ‘I’ll be thrilled if Mungo gives you a job in his fair. But it isn’t going to bring you riches.’

At Pier Head, visibility was down to a few yards, and the wind off the river was cutting through their coats. They hurried home for some hot tea.

 



Greta had an arrangement with Phyllis that they’d wait on the corner of St James Street in the mornings so they could walk in together, but only until twenty to eight. They had to clock in and would lose pay if they were late. Mam had given Greta a Timex watch last Christmas. Now she checked the time as she hovered, but within seconds she could see Phyllis,  her dark tight curls bouncing on her shoulders as she ran down to meet her.
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