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  One




  December 1940




  Molly was sitting on a bench at the back of the rowdy pub, squeezed in beside George, the bloke she was walking out with, and a bunch of others, nearly all men. She’d had

  so much to drink that all the faces were blurring into each other, like in a bad dream. Behind her, the windows were swathed in black. George was a pale, stringy man, his hair slicked back, eyes

  mean and glassy after all the drinking. His mood had turned ugly.




  ‘You’re not worth it. You’re no good, you ain’t,’ he snarled. ‘I want a proper woman, not a freak like you . . .’




  Right, Molly thought. I’m off! She stubbed out her cigarette and pulled herself up from the table, making it rock, the way her head was rocking inside.




  ‘Whoa – steady on, yer silly cow! You’ll ’ave everything going over!’




  ‘You off, Moll?’ a kinder voice asked from among the crowd. ‘Mind ’ow yer go. D’yer want someone to walk with yer?’




  ‘No,’ she managed to say. ‘Ta, Fred.’




  ‘You don’t want to go with ’er,’ George sneered. ‘You don’t know what yer might catch!’




  Cursing under her breath, Molly pushed past George, holding on to the backs of chairs, desperate to get out now. The mocking voices followed her.




  ‘Look at the state of ’er!’




  ‘D’yer think ’er’ll make it ’ome?’




  ‘Crying shame ain’t it, with ’er looks? Could’ve been a beauty queen.’




  Molly pushed the door too hard and almost fell outside, spilling light onto the pavement.




  ‘Get that door shut – we’ll ’ave that sodding warden round else! Don’t you know there’s a war on . . . ?’




  ‘It’s a miracle the siren ain’t gone off yet tonight . . .’




  The air was damp and shockingly cold after the sweaty fug of the pub. Molly rallied and kicked the door shut so that the frame shuddered.




  ‘Bugger the lot of yer!’ she tried to yell. She wanted to shout a whole lot of other things which boiled up inside her, but all that came out was a mumbled stream of rubbish.




  She felt terrible suddenly, her insides heaving. Thinking she was about to be sick she leaned back against the pub wall groaning, breathing in gulps of air to try and stop it. After a few

  moments the nausea subsided, but the sickness in her belly was nothing compared with that in her heart. The mocking voices echoed in her head. Course, you only ’ave to look at that mother

  of ’ers. George’s face, twisted with contempt. She closed her eyes, leaning into the pub wall. Loathing filled her: for all of them in there, for the mean, bomb-damaged Birmingham

  streets, the mizzling rain, and most of all for herself. Filthy, fast, ugly little Molly Fox. For she did feel small out there, all alone under the night sky. All alone with what Iris had said to

  her, what she’d blurted out that evening . . .




  ‘Must get along . . . I’m not drunk . . .’ she insisted to an invisible audience.




  The street was deserted. The others in the pub were waiting for time to be called. Staggering, Molly felt her way along holding on to walls, rebounding off them as her legs took her in

  unexpected directions. A jittering finger of light passed by on the other side of the street and she realized it was a torch. For a second its light flickered over the white-painted edge of the

  pavement.




  ‘Hey you!’ she shouted. ‘You cowing well stop and listen to me!’ She wagged a finger furiously at the departing light. She didn’t know exactly what she wanted from

  them except that they should do what she ordered. But they were gone, ignoring her. Rage bubbled up in her, then seeped away, leaving her desolate. Thoughts came and went, but she couldn’t

  hold on to them.




  It was too quiet. Houses were muffled in black. She caught the low sound of voices, the murmur of a wireless, then silence as she passed the deep darkness of the warehouses. More houses

  afterwards, where she grazed her knee on a jutting bit of wall, tearing her stocking. She yelped and cursed. Why was it so quiet? She’d better start singing, that was the thing. Forget.

  Forget everything.




  ‘When you wish upon a sta-a-ar!’ she bawled, lurchingly. ‘Makes no . . .’




  Her foot went down into nothingness and her body followed, overbalancing and crashing down into the road. Her shoulder, then her hip, hit the ground hard.




  ‘Aaagh!’ Molly cried furiously. ‘What d’yer go and do that for?’ She let out a string of curses.




  Rolling on to her back she examined the situation from this new angle. The ground was hard and wet, and something was digging into her, but it felt like a rest after trying to stay upright. She

  shifted, trying to get a bit more comfortable, and looked up into the gloom. Up there were the bloated barrage balloons to keep the evil black planes away. Bombs, bombs – but not tonight.




  ‘But there’ll be a raid – there will,’ she informed the street loudly. ‘Wipe us all out, punish us . . .’




  Other stray thoughts popped out of her mouth and then more singing. There were things she had to say. Big things. Everyone had to know. She started singing ‘I’m Gonna Lock My Heart

  and Throw Away the Key’, loud and clear. She knew all the words, and put her heart and soul into it, broadcasting to the street at the top of her voice. It sounded fantastic – better

  than Ella Fitzgerald or Joe Loss’s band. She sang her heart out, so much so that she didn’t notice the shards of brick under her head and the hard road; she sang away the shadows, sang

  fit to burst!




  Her performance drowned out the footsteps hurrying towards her along the road until suddenly a face loomed over her and she was so startled, she screamed.




  ‘For goodness’ sake – shut up, Molly!’ a voice said heatedly. ‘I could hear you a mile off. What the hell d’you think you’re playing

  at?’




  The face came into focus and Molly recognized her old school pal Emma Brown, who lived somewhere round here. The face was topped by a tin hat of the sort Molly was turning out in the factory

  where she worked.




  ‘Hello, Em!’ Molly cried amiably, at the top of her voice. She giggled. ‘What’re you doing ’ere? And why’re you wearing one of them hats?’




  ‘For heaven’s sake, Molly, I’m a warden – you know that. I’m on duty! Now get up and stop making such an exhibition of yourself. You’ll keep half the street

  awake making that racket!’




  Molly felt her arm being tugged determinedly, and she resisted, stung by Em’s commanding tone. Just because she was a stuck-up ARP warden these days, with her boring bloke and her perfect

  little life. Who did she think she was, bossing everyone around?




  ‘Come on, Molly – I’ve got to get you home. Get up!’




  ‘Don’t want to.’ Molly yanked on Em’s arm and almost pulled her down with her. She was bigger and stronger than Em. ‘I’m gunna stay here and sing. Can if I

  want to.’




  ‘No, you can’t!’ Em panted, trying to stay on her feet. ‘Just get up or I’ll have to get a copper to help! D’you want to spend a night in the

  cells?’




  ‘Oh, you mean nice, normal Norm, I suppose?’ Molly sneered. The boy Em was courting was in the police. ‘Gorgeous, dashing Norm.’




  Em leaned down and snapped in Molly’s face, ‘Just get up, all right? Before I slap you one.’




  ‘I’m getting up – see?’ Molly tried to retain some dignity. She could sense that Em was not going to give up, and started staggering to her feet, mumbling resentfully.

  ‘You’ve always thought you were better than me, haven’t you? Always think you can look down your nose at me . . .’




  ‘Oh don’t be so ridiculous, Molly!’ Em finally lost her temper. ‘It’s not to do with looking down on anyone. What d’you expect me to do when

  you’re lying in the gutter drunk as a lord and caterwauling loud enough to wake up the whole neighbourhood? What the hell d’you think you’re playing at getting in that

  state?’




  ‘I dunno,’ Molly said, suddenly tearful. ‘Will you take my arm, Em? You’ve always been my best pal, you have. D’you know that? You were the only one I could ever

  turn to. You’re golden, you are, not like me – I’m dirty, I am. I’m disgusting. Soiled goods. Not like you – you’re golden . . .’




  ‘Yes, all right – just take my arm,’ Em said impatiently. ‘Let’s get you home. You can sleep it off and let’s hope you’ve got a bit more sense in you by

  the morning.’




  Though Molly had not realized it when she had stumbled to the ground, she had done so close to the end of Kenilworth Street, where Em lived and was a warden. It was only a short walk, across

  Great Lister Street, to her own house.




  ‘Go on – get yourself to bed,’ Em said, seeing her to the door with weary patience. ‘You’re going to feel bad tomorrow.’




  ‘Thanks, Em,’ Molly said, too loudly. She turned and tried to wave at Em and almost fell out through the door again. ‘You’re my best, best friend.’




  ‘Get to bed,’ Em said. ‘And try not to wake up the whole flaming house while you’re at it or you really will be for it.’




  Em watched, intensely relieved as the door closed behind Molly. She straightened her hat – not the most comfortable of headgear – and set off, picking her way

  carefully along the road. With all the raids they’d had on Birmingham, everywhere was in such a state you had to watch your step. She tutted to herself. She’d only come along to have a

  word with the warden in the neighbouring street and ended up with all that pantomime of Molly’s!




  As usual, Molly aroused in her a sharp mixture of emotions – fondness and sympathy mingled with impatience and a degree of revulsion. It had been that way ever since they were snotty-nosed

  kids together. Em was the popular one, the sensible one, while Molly was smelly and unkempt, always hovering on the edge of groups in the street or playground, struggling to be accepted. And was it

  surprising with a family like Molly’s? Em shuddered at the very thought of Iris Fox, Molly’s drunken, slovenly mother. As for that brother of hers, Bert, with his crooked, rat-eyed

  face. And the other men folk! Molly had never truly had a home, but had done moonlight flits from one bug-ridden back-to-back house to another to dodge the rent, scratching out a life somehow. When

  you thought about it, it was a wonder Molly wasn’t far worse. She had a good heart despite it all. But if she’d only take a bit of pride in herself – learn to speak a bit better,

  for one thing. Em’s mom had always nagged her to put her aitches on and watch her language. But what had Molly been on about tonight? I’m dirty . . . Em put it down to the drink.

  After all, God knew, she thought, heavy-hearted, they’d all had their troubles! Troubles which never seemed to end, and which in her own family had fallen heavily on her, with Mom’s

  mental state ever uncertain, always up and down, so that Em had grown up doubling as a mom to Sid and Joyce and Violet, trying to keep the family together, always having to be strong and adult

  before her time. It’s not as if anything had been easy for her, either.




  ‘That you, Em?’ She heard Mr Radcliff’s voice before she saw him. She felt very much the junior in the group of ARP wardens, not yet being quite eighteen, but of all of them,

  Mr Radcliff was the kindest to her in a fatherly way.




  ‘Yes, it’s me. You must have eyes like a cat – I never saw you!’




  ‘Oh, that’s me – eat plenty of carrots!’ he chuckled. ‘Doing all right are yer? A quiet night it looks like tonight, thank God. Jerry must be turning his attention

  somewhere else for once. We’ll go and have a cuppa in a tick, shall we?’




  ‘Yes, all right.’




  ‘Did I hear a bit of a racket earlier? Pubs coming out? I s’pose they’re getting into the Christmas spirit.’




  ‘They’re out now,’ Em said, hearing voices at the other end of the street. A ragged rendering of ‘Good King Wenceslas’ drifted towards them then died in hasty

  shushing. ‘It was just a bit of carry on – someone had a bit too much, you know.’




  ‘Oh, ar. There’s always one. So, shall us go and get the kettle on?’




  Mr Radcliff liked to make tea and stand in the street drinking it, keeping an eye on everything. Em held the welcome warmth of the mug close to her chin and sipped the sweet brew. There was

  something very reassuring about Mr Radcliff. They talked about the raids. They hadn’t half had some nights – really frightening, with the sirens going, searchlights knifing across the

  sky, having to be out in it when the bombs were coming down, putting incendiaries out and trying to make sure everyone was under cover. It had started in August over Brum and there had been at

  least one really bad raid every month and others in between. Some nights the sirens were going on and off all night and the morning found them all exhausted, sick with nerves and tiredness and

  emerging fearfully to see what the damage was and whether there’d be any water to brew a cuppa. The centre of Birmingham was deeply scarred and many of the neighbourhoods too, especially the

  ones like theirs, the districts of Nechells, Vauxhall, Duddesdon, close to the centre. After the last lot the King himself had come and walked round nearby Aston, talking to people.




  ‘Your young man coming to see yer tonight?’ Mr Radcliff asked, taking Em’s empty mug.




  ‘Oh I s’pect so – he’s doing a split shift tonight,’ Em said shyly. For a year now she and Norm had been courting. He was a few months her senior. He usually came

  to find her and say hello whenever she was on duty, if he got the chance. It made her ever so proud when he did that, turning up in his police uniform.




  ‘Nice lad,’ Mr Radcliff remarked. ‘You want to hold on to him.’




  Em blushed in the darkness, though it was nice to hear someone praising Norm. She thought he was wonderful – certainly the best thing to happen to her in a long time – even if Joyce

  teased her and said Norm was like a clown with his two left feet and sticky-out ears. Em would get cross and upset with her until Mom said, ‘That’s just sisters – don’t you

  take any notice.’ He was sweet to her and he loved her and told her so earnestly, looking at her with his sincere hazel eyes, and that was all she needed to know.




  ‘Better get back,’ Mr Radcliff said.




  ‘Ta for the tea – I needed that,’ Em said.




  She made her way back to Kenilworth Street, thinking about Molly again. Molly had a factory job, but she was in with a bad crowd, always off with some bloke, round the pubs. It had been sad,

  seeing how she was tonight. She couldn’t go on the way she was.




  With a sense of dread, Em thought, What’s going to become of you, Molly?




  

     

  




  Two




  Molly woke the next morning with a thumping headache, an urgently full bladder, and a sense of complete despair. There were a few seconds before she remembered, and then it all

  came flooding back, what had happened last night, Mom’s vile words, her running out to George, the pub. Of what she’d done after that, she could only remember glimpses. Hadn’t she

  ended up lying in the street? And hadn’t her old friend Em been in it somewhere?




  And what Mom had said. Molly turned on to her back, the bedsprings squeaking loudly, and put her hands over her face. Even the dim light from the window seemed to knife into her eyes.




  ‘Oh God,’ she groaned. In that moment she truly wanted to die, just be swallowed up in darkness for ever, away from pain and shame. She felt too sick and desperate even to cry.




  But she was going to have to get up. It was either that or wet the bed. Groggily, she hauled herself upright until her magnificent frame was perched uneasily on the side of the bed, and surveyed

  her options. Either she could go and relieve herself in the shared privy, which meant going out into the street and walking all the way round the back – the way she was feeling this morning,

  that seemed like walking to the ends of the earth – or she could use the chamber pot by her mom’s bed, already half full of a bronze-coloured, stinking liquid. Her innards bucked at the

  thought.




  The sight of the po, and the bare boards, and the crumbling walls of the room, and the even more depressing sight of the heaped mound of Iris, her mother, snoring intermittently on the other

  bed, did nothing to raise her spirits. Dear God, couldn’t things ever get better? They’d always been rotten, ever since she could remember, and they were never going to improve with

  Iris and Joe pouring almost every penny that came into the house down their necks, that was for sure. When was she ever going to get out of here?




  Anger drove her to her feet, and it only dawned on her then that she was still fully dressed. She stared down at herself bemused, trying to recall going to bed. She must have come in and flung

  herself straight down. Still, that settled it – all she had to put on was her shoes. Pushing her feet into them she winced, cursing. Looking down, she saw her lisle stockings were all torn

  and there was blood on her left heel. So she started shuffling along on the backs of them.




  For a moment she stopped beside Iris. Her mother was forty-six years old and looked twenty years older. Molly stared down at her, seeing a big-boned woman who had once been statuesque, though

  she was now well past her finest. Her large frame, which Molly knew she had inherited, was upholstered with thick layers of fat. Iris lay on her back, one plump arm splayed over the side of the

  bed, her immense breasts only just contained by a torn camisole which had aged to a yellowish grey. As she shifted in the bed a rank and sweaty smell wafted up. Her head was turned to one side,

  pressing on the rolls of fat under her chin; her faded brown hair was still roughly pinned up in her distinctive topknot, though much of the hair had worked loose in her sleep and had gathered into

  a frizz. Iris’s thick lips were parted, those lips which had spat out vile secrets to Molly last night. Snores rattled in the back of her throat.




  She looks like a pig, she is a pig . . . Molly stared at Iris’s rounded nose and pugnacious nostrils. But in the prominent cheekbones and long neck she could see her own

  inheritance of features. The main difference was her hair, which was thick and blonde. Where did that come from? she wondered bitterly. But heaven forbid she should end up like Mom

  with her coarse, broken-veined skin and liver spots already showing on her cheeks and red nose – like him. Molly clenched her fists. She felt like killing the great fat sow, breaking

  the chamber pot and its stinking contents over her head. She started to shake with anger and loathing.




  Iris’s eyes opened, narrow and piggy between dark lashes, the whites bloodshot from a life of drinking. That was all they did now, she and Joe, they drank and drank, courtesy of

  Molly’s wages and Bert’s.




  Iris struggled to focus, frowning with confusion. ‘Molly – that you? Make us a cuppa will yer? Don’t feel too good.’ The eyes closed, and in seconds she was snoring

  again.




  A hand over her heaving stomach, Molly crept down the bare boards of the stairs. The house had one room downstairs with a tiny scullery at the back and two upstairs. Bert had the other room when

  he deigned to come home at all, and wild horses wouldn’t drag her into sharing a room with him, the filthy bugger. She’d sleep in the coal hole rather than go anywhere near him. After

  all, he’d had the perfect grandfather to learn his dirty tricks from, hadn’t he?




  Downstairs, Joe was asleep in his chair by the dead fire and the room was very cold. He had an old blanket over his knees. Molly tiptoed past, seeing his almost hairless head tilted to one side,

  the scalp dotted with downy tufts of grey. She couldn’t bear to look at his face, and not only because she knew how it would be: the drooping, toothless mouth, his defeated, old man’s

  face even though he was only a year older than Iris. Unlike Iris, he had always been able to arouse tenderness in Molly. She couldn’t remember him before the Great War, back in those innocent

  days when he was sprightly and fit and had even been able to play the piano. They’d actually owned a piano back then, she’d been told, though it’d been sold long since, after Joe

  had come back from France a wreck, his nerves and health shattered and his younger self buried in the mud with his dead comrades. Molly had often wondered what kind of man he would have been had he

  never gone to war, had married a different wife, had had a chance. Time after time she had been told of his decency as a young man, his intelligence, and she had clung to these stories. ‘He

  were a good lad, yer father was,’ those who remembered would say. ‘A kind-hearted, decent fella, and he could sing and play lovely. Such a shame . . .’ She had seldom seen

  anything of this, except for a kindly gleam in his more usually vacant eyes. But she had clung to that image in hope for the best she might have in herself. Maybe she was like him, not like Mom,

  she had often desperately hoped. I don’t have to end up like her, she used to tell herself.




  But today she would not look at Joe. Joe Fox – some man she lived with, but not Dad. A stranger, in terms of blood. She went to the mantelpiece for the privy key, tied to a cotton reel,

  and went outside, down the narrow entry and round to the yard on to which faced five back houses. Molly’s own house was at the front of these. She slunk across the yard with her head down and

  her arms folded, not wanting to speak to anyone. Someone was in the brew house where the washing was done, steam curling out from the water heating in the copper. Two raggedy kids were playing

  outside, waiting for their mother. Normally Molly was friendly, and it was a nice yard, much better than some they’d lived on. It was clean and people were decent to her, felt sorry for her,

  most likely. But today she was too upset for friendliness.




  All three toilets were occupied and she waited until a chain flushed and a woman came out of one, holding the door open.




  ‘All right Molly? You ain’t looking so good this morning. Bit of a night, was it?’ She went off, chuckling.




  Molly bolted herself inside the smelly privy, sinking on to the already warm wooden seat with a sigh – a combination of both physical relief and deep inner despair. The sight of the

  crudely built brick walls between which she was perched and the roughly cut squares of newspaper hanging from a nail on the back of the door dragged her down even further.




  Surely to God there must be something better than this. There had to be . . . She felt absolutely at rock bottom.




  A thought came then, as if someone had shone a bright light in her head.




  I’m not staying here any longer. I’ve got to get out if it’s the last thing I do. I’ll sink into the mud, else. And a second later, she had the answer. I know

  – I’m going to join up!




  

     

  




  Three




  What had set Molly off was what had happened the previous night.




  She had always been restless about jobs, moving from firm to firm, easily bored. Her latest was in a factory in Vauxhall which had gone over to the war effort, making tin hats and jerry cans and

  other war needs that could be bashed out of metal.




  Last night she’d worked on late to finish a batch and hurried home in the dark, tense, like everyone else, waiting in fear of the sirens going off. No one wanted to get stuck in a raid,

  having to get off the bus and find a shelter or risk it, depending whether the bus driver was prepared to go on or not. Some nights the raids began early and were on and off all night. You just

  never knew.




  It had already been a dull grey day and the darkness was of a heavy, cloaking kind with a lid of cloud. No bomber’s moon at least. It was hard to hurry in the blackout. Molly got off the

  bus with a weary heart and wended her way carefully along the dark Nechells streets. It was an old, poor neighbourhood, close to the heart of the city, which had suffered a lot of raids. So far,

  though, no one they knew had been bombed out. But the Buttons worried Molly to death. Stanley and Jenny Button lived a few streets away and were the kindest people Molly knew. Jenny Button had

  taken her in as a child, when Iris’s behaviour to Molly had forced her to run away. Molly loved the two of them far more than she did her family. They had always been so kind to her, had

  shown her that life doesn’t have to consist of cruelty and neglect. Stanley was an invalid and couldn’t walk, but the two of them flatly refused to have anything to do with going into

  any sort of shelter.




  ‘Stanley and me will take our chances where we are, in our own home,’ Jenny Button said with dignity. ‘We’re not having those Jerries forcing us into some godforsaken

  cellar.’




  There was no arguing with them. Molly knew that quite a few older people took this attitude. Every time there was a raid Molly rushed round to see if they were all right.




  The walk home seemed to take ages. It had been a long day, her left shoe was rubbing her heel raw so that she was limping, and there was no telling what she’d find at home.




  ‘I bet the fire won’t even be lit,’ she muttered resentfully, ‘let alone anything on for tea.’




  Practically everything in the house was now left to her. Iris could hardly bestir herself to get down to the shops for groceries these days. It was rationing that had finished her off.




  ‘I can’t do with all them stupid coupons and that,’ she complained as soon as the system was introduced. ‘You and Bert’ll have to do it, Molly. You’re the

  clever ones.’




  Molly was enraged by this. Clever ones? Since when had Mom ever taken any notice of whether she was clever or not? It was just a marvellous excuse for Iris to sit on her backside and do even

  less than she did already except devote herself to her dearest friend, the bottle.




  Molly could predict exactly how she’d find them tonight, Iris and Joe. (Never again would she call them Mom and Dad. When had either of them been a mother or father to her?) They’d

  be either side of the cold range, he half asleep, muttering to himself. Iris would be tanked up and aggressive, ready to pick a fight with the very draught under the door. Not a thing would have

  been done in the house, no shopping or cleaning up. As for Bert, they never knew from one day to the next whether he’d be there or not. Molly pulled her old brown-and-white-weave coat round

  her as if to shield herself from this squalid sight. She’d be so ashamed for anyone to come to the house. They never had callers: Iris had long ago frightened off anyone who might have set

  foot in there and no one knew what to say to Joe. His old cronies who had come years back to visit out of pity had long ago melted away. Fair enough, the number of moonlight flits the family had

  done to evade the rent meant it was hard for anyone to keep up. But now they were back in the district and settled, and still no one came. What a shower, Molly thought furiously. Why had she

  ended up in such a rotten, useless family? No wonder her older brother Tom had got out as soon as he could. It had been more than four years now since anyone had heard from him.




  At least the house they were in now was a bit better. During the worst years, before she and Bert started work, they had lived in squalid, bug-ridden places, sometimes having the chance to move

  their few sticks of furniture with a handcart, sometimes, nothing. The worst time, they’d rented two rooms on the ground floor of a house, sleeping on straw mattresses on the floor, waking up

  a mass of flea bites. Since then things had come on a bit. With her and Bert out at work there were two lots of wages, and lately Bert had extra money about him, though she wasn’t sure how he

  came by it. Probably they only saw a tiny fraction of it too, knowing him. But he had got hold of a wireless from somewhere, which graced the downstairs room, even though Iris mostly snored in

  front of it.




  The front door was closed against the cold, but she could see the light was on inside. At least the street had electric lighting now, even though they still cooked on the old coal-fired range.

  She pushed the door open, letting out the usual odours of must and booze.




  ‘ ’Bout time you got ’ere.’ Iris’s voice assailed her before she was even inside the door. ‘Where the ’ell’ve yer been?’




  ‘Had to work over.’ Molly shut the door, thankfully slipped off her shoes from her freezing feet and rubbed her sore left heel. ‘There’s a war on, in case you

  hadn’t noticed.’




  ‘Don’t you be lippy with me,’ Iris snarled. ‘Bert’s been in an hour and ’e brought some pigs’ liver. You need to get on and get the tea.’




  She never knew exactly what it was that had set Iris off that night, why then and not some other time. She was already spoiling for a fight though, that was clear. As Molly straightened up, she

  took a few moments to absorb the strange sight in front of her. Iris and Joe were, as expected, ensconced by the fire – nothing unusual in that – except that it was alight for once. The

  reason for this was also obvious: standing by the table in the crowded little room with his back to her was Bert, and Bert felt the cold.




  He had not even turned to look at her. His skinny back, always slightly bowed – he never stood quite straight – was bent over the table. His shirtsleeves were rolled up and Molly

  noticed the sharp points of his elbows.




  In front of him, covering the whole table, was a selection of objects which made the house look like a pawn shop.




  ‘What’s all this?’




  Looking more closely, she saw a strange collection of things. There were ornaments, a china sheep, two clocks – one in a wooden case, one brass – a silver hand mirror, pretty and

  valuable looking (‘What’s this doing here? Where on earth did you get that?’), a hessian bag, wooden shoe trees, a rusty old biscuit tin and even a set of false teeth.




  As she rifled through the things on the table, Bert’s head turned sharply towards her, eyes narrowed. She thought how mean he looked, how unhealthy and cruel, with his mousy hair slicked

  back, his pasty face and extreme thinness which made him look sharp and pinched. There were angry pink spots on his chin and he smelt pungently of stale sweat.




  Molly picked up the old biscuit tin, surprised by its weight. ‘What’s in here?’




  Bert watched as she struggled to pull off the lid, a smug, calculating expression on his face.




  ‘Ooh, see – she’s interested now,’ Iris said nastily.




  A horrible suspicion was already forming in Molly’s mind, confirmed when she managed to yank the lid off the tin, to find it more than half full of money. It was a mixture of change,

  mostly coppers, bitter smelling and green with age, shillings, and half crowns, but there were ten-bob notes in there too, and sitting crisply on the top, two pound notes. Molly gasped.




  ‘What’s this, Bert? Who the hell’s is it?’




  Iris raised her voice. ‘Why don’t you get the kettle on, and bloody hurry up. We want our tea!’




  Molly knew there was something about this that was all wrong. Bombed-out houses made for rich pickings.




  ‘This is someone’s savings, isn’t it?’ she kept on. ‘And this, I’ll bet—’ She picked up the old hessian bag, which gave off a sound of clinking

  coins. ‘Where d’you get all this stuff?’




  ‘Where d’yer think?’ Bert sneered. He said most things with a sneer.




  Molly looked wildly across the collection of possessions. ‘You’ve never . . . Not . . . You wouldn’t . . .’




  ‘Wouldn’t I? Why not? This stuff ain’t gunna be any good to them where they’ve gone is it?’




  Molly didn’t notice Iris struggling to get out of her chair.




  ‘You mean—’ She tried to take this in. ‘You’ve been sneaking into people’s houses after they’ve been bombed out – pinching their things? How could

  you? What if – I mean, they could still have been in there, injured or anything, and you’d just go in and steal off them!’




  ‘Hard cheese!’ Bert gave his snickering laugh. ‘Should’ve gone down the shelter then, shouldn’t they?’ he went on gleefully. ‘It’s all out there

  waiting. You go out, same night or the night after. Couple of sacks. Go somewhere where there’s a bit of lolly about. Keep out the way of the fuzz, and those nosy bloody wardens. Early

  morning’s the best – four or five. You can get more of a scout round without someone bothering yer. The dead ’uns don’t take no notice!’




  Molly was so appalled that it was a few seconds before she could say, ‘I can’t believe you could do anything so wicked . . . Even you . . .’




  Iris shuffled over and stood holding the back of one of the chairs. She was wearing a big purple frock, her belly pushing it out at the front, with stains all down it. There was a strange,

  leering expression on her face.




  ‘You’re vile, Bert.’ Molly felt like spitting, as if to get rid of the taste of him, far more bitter than the smell of old pennies. This was the worst yet. There was his

  bullying, sadistic nature, and then the gross maulings she’d suffered from him which he’d learned first-hand from their late grandfather, Old Man Rathbone, Iris’s father. William

  Rathbone, who died when Molly was ten, had taken out his filthy masturbatory desires on her up until his final illness, and Bert had then set out to do the same – would have done worse in

  fact, had Molly not fought him off. Things had changed then. Jenny Button had taken her to see that doctor, and that had made Molly stronger. But she had hated Bert nearly all of her life, and at

  this moment she felt more contempt and loathing for him than ever before.




  ‘You’re just muck, you are, you’re lower than a worm. I’m ashamed to be anywhere near you. I can’t stand the fact that you’re my brother.’




  Iris, seeming excited by their fight, let out a blaring laugh. ‘Oh, ’e’s yer brother all right – make no mistake.’ She leaned her hip against the chair, her weight

  on one foot, the other knee bent, in an oddly seductive pose. ‘There’s summat you’ve got in common at least. All three of us ’ave, come to think of it . . . You both

  ’ad the same father, anyroad. Only shame was ’e ain’t been alive to see the two of yer grow up.’




  Molly and Bert were momentarily united then, if only in staring at her.




  ‘What d’yer mean by that?’ Bert snarled.




  Iris laid her hand coquettishly on her thick waist. She spoke with relish, as if delivering a juicy morsel of gossip.




  ‘You didn’t think you were the first one ’e ever messed with, did yer, Molly?’




  Hearing her words felt like a blow. Molly could scarcely breathe. It was as if her body had shut down, was paralysed. To hear her shame tripped out so casually, and to realize Iris had known of

  it all that time, when she had never said a word about it before and never raised a finger to stop him, hadn’t cared a jot in fact! But Iris hadn’t finished. Swaying, she pointed

  towards Joe, who was sitting dumbly. It was hard to tell if he was listening.




  ‘You don’t think that wreck of a man could sire a child do yer? Didn’t you ever wonder about that? The old man had been at me for years, even before my mother passed on.

  That’s what ’e was like, see?’ She made a sinuous movement with her hips that made Molly’s lips curl in revulsion. ‘’E liked young girls, daint ’e,

  see?’




  Neither Molly nor Bert could speak. But at last Bert said, choking, ‘What – me an’ all?’




  ‘You an’ all, Bertie. The old man was your father as well as your grandfather.’ She delivered the words harshly, almost with pride. ‘That makes us all brothers and

  sisters then, don’t it?’




  Molly leaned on the table. Her father – no, not her father! – Joe was making coughing noises as if trying to speak. ‘I – I – I don’t . . . don’t

  . . .’ he began. No one took any notice.




  ‘But why . . .’ In her outrage the words were hard to form. ‘Why didn’t you stop him? Why didn’t you keep him off me? You made me share a room with him even

  though I begged you . . .’ Her voice rose, but she swallowed, determined not to weep. What sympathy would she ever get? ‘You knew – you knew he was my father.’




  ‘Well, there was no stopping ’im, that was the point.’ Iris sounded indifferent now. This casualness was worst of all. ‘And anyroad, it gave me a rest from ’im. I

  told yer – ’e liked young girls. And you ’ad it easy. By then he was beginning to get a bit past it – not like when he was young. ’E never gave you a bun in the oven,

  did ’e? You just had the fag end of it, that’s all . . .’




  Bert turned away suddenly, but as he did so, Molly caught a glimpse of his face. His movements were taut with revulsion, but she realized he was very close to tears, that her brother, for the

  first time since infancy, was showing signs of vulnerable emotion. He snatched up the hessian bag and pushed past Iris.




  ‘Well, you ’ad to know sometime,’ she yelled at him as the front door closed behind him. She tutted. ‘What the ’ell’s the matter with ’im? And look at

  all this junk. How’re we s’posed to eat our tea? You get on with it, Molly.’




  Molly seized the set of teeth from the table and hurled them as hard as she could at Iris.




  ‘You can cook your own liver, you filthy old cow!’




  Forcing her feet into the shoes again and seizing her coat, she slammed out into the street. In the distance she could just make out the shape of Bert, disappearing round the corner.




  

     

  




  Four




  ‘Molly – Molly Fox! We’re going on our break – you coming or what?’




  Molly was still stacking the tin helmets, lifting them down from the rack on which they’d been sprayed and piling them one upon another.




  ‘Oh – sorry!’ She looked up, dazed. ‘I was miles away!’




  ‘Yeah – we could see . . . Come on. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.’




  Molly followed the other two girls out for a cup of tea. Even now, though years had passed since a childhood of being singled out for exclusion, she was still surprised to be included, that the

  other girls seemed to like her. All her young life she had got used to being left out, being the butt of jokes and name-calling, smelly little Molly Fox with her raw eczema skin, her strange

  clothes and whiff of wee. It had got a bit better as she got older, and she and Em had stayed friends after all their childhood troubles. Once she got out to work in the factory she found they

  accepted her, with her pretty looks and obliging nature. She had learned not to fawn on others to gain their affection, and she found she had a sense of humour – it worked especially well if

  directed against herself. None of them knew anything about her home, her life outside the factory, and she kept it that way.




  The girls took their mugs of tea and went and stood in the yard outside, where they could smoke as well, all of them dressed in thick navy dungarees, hair taken back in snoods. They all lit up,

  except Gladys, who patted her pockets, frowning.




  ‘Can yer spare us one, Mol? I’ve gone and left mine on the kitchen table.’




  Molly offered her packet of Silk Cut.




  ‘Ta. I’ll pay yer back.’




  ‘No need,’ Molly said easily.




  They leaned up against the blackened bricks of the factory, eyes watering in the winter sun and cold breeze, smoke snatched from between their lips. The talk as ever was about raids. Gladys, who

  was a giggler, regaled them with more of her family’s adventures with the Anderson shelter at the bottom of their handkerchief of a garden. Its construction had been an epic effort, her dad

  not being much on the practical side. The fact that they had a dog always seemed to be causing some trouble – it ate their tea when they dashed into the shelter, leaving the half-eaten meal

  on the table. And last night the dog – a manic terrier – got in the shelter with them and spent the night pouncing on their arms and legs, mistaking them for rats. Gladys, with her

  chesty laugh, was always full of stories and kept everyone cheerful.




  Today, though, Molly was barely listening. She laughed when everyone else laughed, smoked, and drank the strong, sweet tea, but already she felt miles away from them all. As soon as she’d

  decided about joining up – the army, the ATS, that was the place for her – she felt different and strong, the strongest she’d ever been, as if she could do anything. What her

  mother had told her, the awful, revolting truth, was folded away in her mind, not forgotten, just pushed aside. Rather than wallowing in the shock and shame of it, instead she had picked out an

  escape route. She felt she was standing in a high place, way above them all, Iris and Joe, Bert, and William Rathbone, her dead grandfather, the whole foul bloody shower of them. But she was going

  to get out, oh yes she was! The way she felt now, she could stride across the world like a giant!




  Em’s family were still in the same house in Kenilworth Street where they had always lived, just down the road from the school Molly and Em had attended, and almost

  opposite the Buttons’ place, where Jenny Button was still struggling to run a bakery from the front room, using the brew house to bake in.




  When Molly stood on the Browns’ front step, it always brought back to her being seven or eight years old again and going round to ask Em to play out, always steeling herself against being

  rejected. It brought back vivid memories of knocking during those dark times when Em’s mom Cynthia was sent away to the asylum, when Em, a scared waif, would peer out through a crack in the

  door, terrified in case it was the School Board man. She’d been kept away from school to run the house for Bob and her brother and sisters when she was scarcely tall enough to see over the

  scullery sink. Molly wondered what state Cynthia was in now – she was up and down in cycles, had been ever since, poor woman. She never did anyone any harm though, just sunk into herself, and

  she was always all right to Molly.




  It was Em who answered her knock. She had very straight, mousy hair which she tried to tease into waves and curls, but by this time of day they were always dropping out and her hair fell in

  straight hanks on her shoulders. She was slim, like a reed, always fragile-looking and pale in the face. It was Molly who had grown up taller, big and robust-looking like Iris, but without

  Iris’s thuggish features.




  Em gave a wary smile. ‘Molly! All right are you? What’re you doing here?’




  ‘Just come to see you,’ Molly said. ‘I’ve got summat to tell yer.’




  She could see Em sizing her up and deciding she was sober enough to be let in. Molly had only the vaguest memory of what had happened on Saturday night, though she knew Em had been in it

  somewhere. But she was too excited to get embarrassed about that now.




  ‘You’d best come in,’ Em said, standing back to open the door. ‘I’ve not got long – I’m just getting my tea down me before I go on duty. It’s

  Molly!’ she added, calling through to the family. ‘She’s just popping in for a minute.’




  They went through to the back, where the family were all round the table – plus Norm, Em’s young man.




  ‘Hello, Molly,’ Cynthia greeted her kindly. ‘How’re you, love? We haven’t seen you in a while.’




  Cynthia was looking well, Molly saw, smiling back at her. She met Molly’s gaze; there was a pinkness to her cheeks and her dark brown hair was pinned up, the fringe waved back from her

  forehead. Things were all right. Over the years they had all learned to read the signs. When she was feeling bad, Cynthia looked pale, her face twisted with inner pain, her hair usually unkempt,

  and she would go silent, shut herself away, unable to look anyone in the eye.




  ‘I’m all right,’ Molly said, as Bob, Em’s dad, nodded at her. Sid, now sixteen, kept on shovelling his tea down him as if it were a race. Joyce, fourteen and always full

  of it, gave Molly a wink, and little Violet, the babby, aged nine, rather thin and like Em in looks, stared, fascinated by the sight of Molly.




  ‘D’you wear them to work?’ she asked, staring at Molly’s dungarees.




  ‘Yes—’ Molly twirled round, in a mocking pose. ‘Ever so flattering, eh?’




  Bob Brown stood up. ‘’Ere, I’ve finished. You can ’ave my chair.’




  ‘Oh – ta, if you’re sure,’ Molly said. Bob seemed thankful to be away. ‘I’m just going out for a bit. . .’ he said vaguely, and vanished pubwards.




  Molly slid onto the chair beside Joyce, who grinned at her and moved her father’s plate away with its smeared remains of gravy. Sid was wiping up the last of his with a piece of bread.




  Em had sat down again next to Norm, who Molly thought was looking at her warily as well. I suppose he thinks I’m a bad lot, Molly thought. Drunk and disorderly. She didn’t

  take to Norm. There was something so goody-goody and stuffy about him – and those ears! They were prominent and pink from the cold.




  ‘All right, Norm?’ she said teasingly. ‘Caught any bank robbers today?’




  ‘There aren’t many out there robbing banks,’ he said stiffly. He was only nineteen but seemed ten years older.




  ‘Shame,’ Molly said. ‘Be a bit of excitement for yer wouldn’t it?’




  ‘D’you want a cuppa, Molly?’ Cynthia asked. ‘Rinse up yer dad’s cup for her, will you Joyce, you’re nearest.’




  As Joyce sorted out Molly’s tea, Cynthia asked, ‘Your mom and dad all right, are they?’




  Molly knew what everyone must think of Iris so it was kind of her to ask. She shrugged. ‘Much as ever.’




  ‘So – what’ve you got to tell us?’ Em asked. ‘I’ve got to go in a minute.’ Molly could see she and Norm were holding hands under the table, all sweet

  like a pair of little lovebirds. She felt a stab of jealousy – even if it was Norm, old car-door ears. They seemed so sure of each other, as if they’d been married for years already.

  Not like George – or any of the other blokes she’d walked out with for that matter. The thought of George’s face in the pub swam before her for a moment but she pushed that away

  as well. It had been full of loathing and disgust. That was the end of that then. Another one. They all seemed to go the same way in the end.




  ‘Well—’ Molly sipped her tea slowly for effect, then sat back. Violet was staring at her as if willing her to speak.




  ‘I’ve decided – I’m going to join up!’




  ‘What, you?’ The words burst mockingly from Norm, Mr Superior, Norm the normal PC Plod.




  Everyone was staring – even Sid had looked up and stopped chewing his last bit of bread.




  ‘Yes, me,’ Molly snapped back. ‘I’ve decided. I’m going up the recruitment office, soon as I’ve got a minute.’




  ‘Join up as what?’ Em said, also sounding disbelieving, Molly thought savagely, as if they didn’t think she was capable of anything at all. And Em moved her shoulder a bit

  closer to Norm’s, as if to show she agreed with him.




  ‘The army. I dunno as what yet, do I? I s’pose they’ll tell me.’




  ‘ I wanna join the army,’ Sid scowled. ‘And they won’t let me.’




  ‘You’re too young, Sid, don’t talk daft,’ Em said in her matronly way. ‘And anyway, the firm needs you.’ Sid scowled even more. ‘You’re Reserved

  Occ anyway.’




  ‘I could lie,’ he said. ‘About my age. I’d make them let me go.’




  ‘You gunna wear a uniform then, Molly?’ Joyce asked, excited.




  ‘I expect so.’ She was grateful to Joyce for bringing the conversation back to her.




  ‘Well,’ Cynthia said, as if trying to take all this in. ‘What’s your mother said about this?’




  ‘I ain’t told her – yet.’ She had no intention of telling Iris either, but she’d had to tell someone because she was excited, and it made it seem real.

  ‘Don’t say anything to her, will yer?’




  Cynthia shook her head. ‘Course not, love.’




  They all knew what Iris would think about losing her lifelong skivvy.




  ‘What about your dad?’ Em asked.




  The words he’s not my dad rose to Molly’s lips but she bit them back. Blood poured into her cheeks. And it was then she wondered if they all knew. If everyone had always

  known, if it was obvious to anyone who had eyes that Joe Fox could not have sired two children. Shame pumped through her veins. But she didn’t see it in their eyes, saw only concern for a

  crippled man with a monstrous wife.




  ‘Molly can’t stay home for ever,’ Cynthia said. ‘She’s go to make her own life. Good for you, Molly love.’




  Molly glanced gratefully at her.




  ‘It’s Jenny and Stanley who’re going to feel it.’ Cynthia nodded towards the opposite side of the street. ‘Have you told them?’




  ‘Not yet.’ The buoyancy and sense of triumph which had filled Molly all day started to seep away. Iris and Joe were one thing, but Jenny and Stanley Button, who had never shown her

  anything but kindness, were quite another.




  ‘Ooh Jenny’ll miss yer,’ Cynthia said. She saw Molly’s troubled expression. ‘But I tell yer summat else, Molly – she’ll be ever so proud of you. I bet

  you anything she will.’




  

     

  




  Five




  Soon Molly was out of the Browns’ and on the other side of the street, warmed by an unexpected embrace from Em. She had got up to see Molly out to the front door, prising

  herself away from Norm for a few moments.




  ‘Oh Molly – I hope you’ll be all right!’ She was quite emotional suddenly.




  ‘I’ll be all right!’ Molly laughed. ‘Anyway – they might not ’ave me! Even if they do, I don’t s’pose I’ll be away from here ’til

  after Christmas now at this rate.’




  ‘Well, I think you’re brave,’ Em said. ‘Only, you’ll have to behave, Molly – be careful with yourself.’




  Molly blushed again. Lowering her voice, she said, ‘Sorry about the other night. I don’t remember much about it to be honest with yer, but sorry if I got you into trouble or

  anything.’




  ‘No – I just took you home. You’d fallen over and were singing your flaming head off!’




  Molly had only the dimmest of memories about this, even though she had the bruises to prove it had indeed happened. She shrugged, embarrassed. ‘Dunno what comes over me

  sometimes.’




  Em smiled then, properly, the sweet Em who wasn’t a prim matron. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘You’re the end.’ She was smiling as Molly left and crossed

  the street.




  It took Jenny Button a few moments to answer Molly’s knock, though there came volleys of crazed barking from Wally, their wire-haired Jack Russell. When Molly first got to know the Buttons

  they had a gentle old dog called Bullseye, but he had long since passed away and a few years back they’d acquired Wally.




  Jenny Button had always been very large and took time to move about. Food was her comfort in the face of a sad life, with a crippled husband and no children of her own. Now entering her fifties,

  she still had dark hair, scraped up into a little bun at the back, but she was very broad in the beam, and struggled to catch her breath. As it was evening, she was not wearing her huge white apron

  for once. She appeared in a navy blouse and skirt, the waistline of which disappeared deeply into the folds of her body, making her look like a tightly strung parcel. When she saw Molly, the fleshy

  little mounds of her face lifted in delight, bunching round her deep-set eyes. Every year she looked more like one of her own currant buns.




  ‘’Ello, bab! My Stanley said ’e thought it’d be you. “That’ll be our Molly,”’e said when you knocked on the door. Come in – ’ave yer

  got a minute? Wally stop that – get in ’ere!’




  ‘Yes, course. I’ve come to see yer,’ Molly said, with a pang. She knew what store they set by her visits. Ever since Molly had run away from home as a child they had always

  offered her a haven away from Iris. If Iris hadn’t insisted that Molly return home, and Molly hadn’t felt that Jenny had enough problems already with an invalid husband, she would have

  happily stayed there.




  Jenny Button waddled along the narrow passage to the sound of her own rasping breaths and Wally’s nails tapping on the lino. They passed the little counter from where she sold her bread

  and buns on the way to the back room where she and Stanley lived, in one cramped room. The upper floor of the house was hardly used. Stanley had had his legs blown off by a shell in 1917 and could

  not move unassisted from bed or chair.




  ‘Stanley!’ Jenny announced at full volume. ‘You were right, it’s our Molly!’




  Molly heard his exclamation of pleasure and felt even more wretched about what she had come to tell them.




  They entered the back room, which was, as ever, stifling hot – ‘I’m not having my Stanley catching cold’ – with a fire in the grate and a single-bar electric fire

  pumping out heat as well. It was always very stuffy and rather smelly, but Molly was used to it. It felt like home. She immediately took off her coat, smiling at Stanley Button, who was sitting up

  in bed, bald as a baby now and beaming at her in delight.




  ‘ ’Ello, bab!’ he chirruped, happily. ‘Ooh, you’ve brought a cold wind in with yer, I can feel it billowing by! What’re you up to, young lady?’




  ‘I’ve come to see yer, that’s all,’ Molly said.




  ‘You’ll ’ave a cuppa tea won’t yer?’ Jenny said, disappearing out the back before Molly could say that she’d just had one at Em’s. It would have done no

  good anyway. When Jenny was determined to feed you, being fed was what happened and no arguments.




  ‘How’s the big wide world out there?’ Stanley wanted to know.




  ‘Much as usual,’ Molly said, as she always did. She perched on the chair opposite him, warming her hands at the fire.




  ‘Ooh, not these days.’ Stanley’s pink, kindly face looked troubled. His loose denture clicked as he spoke. ‘Never know what those Kraut bastards are going to’ve

  done for next. The Market Hall, the BSA . . .’ He sucked in his lips for a moment. ‘’Scuse my lingo, bab. Terrible about that cinema though.’ It had been playing on his mind

  ever since it had happened, a bomb landing on the Carlton cinema in Sparkbrook, while the show was on, at the end of October. ‘Terrible. Imagine it . . .’




  ‘But we still can’t get you to go into a shelter.’




  ‘I can’t get down into no shelter, bab,’ he said gently. Sometimes his watery blue eyes looked so little-boyish, he really touched Molly’s heart. ‘My Jenny says the

  same. We’ll take our chances together, the pair of us – in our own bed.’




  ‘There’s no telling you two, is there?’ Molly teased, gently.




  ‘I’m lucky to be alive as it is, bab. Always living on borrowed time.’




  Stanley gave her his sweetest of smiles and she knew not to say any more. Her heart lurched as his next question was usually what had she been up to, what was the news, and she didn’t feel

  ready to talk about that – not until Jenny was here. But instead, he looked reflective.




  ‘I don’t know why – I’ve been thinking a lot about the past – how it used to be . . .’ And he began to reminisce. Stanley was a local boy, had gone to another

  school in the area at Loxton Street. He loved to tell her about his childhood friends, many of whom had not survived the war, about their pranks and their games at the local playground known as

  Spion Kop. Before the Great War he had worked in a local metal-bashing company. Since the war maimed him, his working life – or much life at all, apart from Jenny pushing him along on rare

  outings in the wheelchair – had come to an end. Molly liked to listen to him, even though she’d heard some of the stories countless times before.




  He was chatting away happily when Jenny came puffing in with a tray of tea and buns.




  ‘There yer go, bab – and there’s a finger of Chelsea for yer to keep yer going.’




  She sat down with a whoosh of exhaled breath.




  ‘So, bab – how’s everything?’




  ‘All right,’ Molly said lightly. God, she thought. Her mind recoiled again from Iris’s words the other night, from the foul burden of knowledge she now carried. If they

  only knew. Or did they? Again, a dizzy feeling passed through her, as if the ground was moving under her feet. Perhaps they all knew everything? Perhaps her secret had never been secret after all?

  But if so, they showed no sign of it.




  As she ate the cake, Wally the dog sat scrutinizing her every move, panting heavily with his pink tongue lolling to one side. Molly laughed.




  ‘He’s trying to mesmerize me!’




  ‘He’ll ignore yer, soon as you’ve finished,’ Jenny said, and she was right – Wally did then lie down by the fire with a long-suffering sigh.




  Molly chatted to them about work, recounting some of Gladys’s funny stories, and about going to see the Browns.




  ‘Cynthia seems quite good at the moment,’ Jenny said. ‘I saw Dot pop in to visit yesterday – that’ll have cheered her up.’




  ‘I’d’ve liked to see her,’ Molly said. Dot Wiggin, Cynthia Brown’s old friend, had been a tower of strength to her in her hardest times. Though Dot had been a war

  widow, she had now remarried, a widower called Lou Alberello who had three grown-up children. She’d moved over to the Italian quarter in Duddesdon to be with him, but she popped in from time

  to time.




  ‘Oh, she’s thriving on it by the looks of it. Filling out – must be all that spaghetti!’




  Molly laughed. She was very fond of Dot. ‘I’m glad she’s all right then. She’s a good sort.’




  There was a lull in the conversation and Molly had almost finished her tea. She was also growing so hot and sweaty she could hardly stand it, her cheeks glowing pinker by the minute. It was time

  to get it over with. Putting her cup down, she took a deep breath, her heart pounding.




  ‘I’ve come to tell you both summat.’




  ‘Oh ar,’ Stanley said. They were both staring expectantly at her.




  ‘Thing is . . .’ Molly stared down at her scuffed brown shoes. She had eased her left foot out at the back to relieve her sore heel. ‘Well – I’ve come to a

  decision. I s’pose it may be a bit stupid . . .’ The burning confidence which had come over her seemed to be leaking away.




  ‘Oh I don’t s’pose it is,’ Stanley said encouragingly.




  She glanced up at him with a grateful smile.




  ‘Only – things at home . . . Well, it ain’t just that – it’s me an’ all. Anyroad, I’ve decided – I’m going to join up.’




  There, she’d said it! She looked up at them, ever so worried about what the reaction would be – disappointment? Ridicule?




  Jenny Button was half way through a mouthful of cake, so it fell to Stanley to say, ‘Join up? How d’yer mean?’




  Molly drew herself up straighter. Sweat was trickling down her back. ‘I’m going to go – you know – and join up. The army, I think. That’s if they’ll

  ’ave me.’




  Jenny swallowed. ‘Well I never,’ she said.




  The silence went on so long that Molly was beginning to feel really bad, until Jenny turned to her husband. Looking at him, Molly was overwhelmed to see that he had tears in his eyes.




  ‘What d’you think about it, Stanley?’




  ‘Well, bab—’ Stanley wiped his eyes on a corner of the eiderdown. ‘I think it’s a terrible thing that a lovely wench like you should have to go and join up. But if

  you think that’s what you should do – I think it’s marvellous. They ought to be grateful to have you. I’m as proud of you as could be.’




  Tears filled Molly’s eyes and ran down her cheeks. No one in her life had ever said anything half as nice as that to her before.




  ‘You don’t mind, then?’




  ‘Course we mind,’ Jenny said gruffly. ‘We mind like billy-oh. But I’ll tell yer summat, bab – you’re not to worry about us – ’cause I know you

  will. But we’ll be with you every step of the way. Won’t we, Stanley?’




  ‘Ar, that we will,’ Stanley said.




  Everyone was rather watery-eyed by now.




  ‘You’re so kind,’ Molly sniffed. ‘I’m going to miss you both – I’ll write. And I won’t be going quite yet . . .’




  ‘Told yer mother, ’ave yer?’ Jenny asked.




  Molly shook her head.




  ‘Ah well,’ Jenny said. ‘There’s some things some people don’t need to know straight off. And I’d say this is one of them.’




  

     

  




  Six




  January 1941




  ‘All right, take it easy,’ the medical orderly said. ‘I’m not going to amputate one of your limbs, you know!’




  Molly had tried to smile and look less nervous. But all the way through the medical and the recruitment interview in the dingy offices in Birmingham, she couldn’t stop shaking. While she

  sat waiting with the motley group of girls who were volunteering she had kept her gaze fixed on the floor, trying to look calm, but she could hardly stop her legs twitching up and down, she was so

  nervous. Supposing they rejected her! And what were they going to ask her? But it was the medical examination that made her shake the most.




  When she finally emerged into the snowy evening street, her legs almost went from under her and she had to stop for a moment and catch her breath, leaning back against the building. But now she

  was full of triumph, her spirits soaring. She had done it! The Auxiliary Territorial Service had said yes to Molly Fox!




  She had decided to wait until after Christmas to volunteer, mainly because she couldn’t bring herself to leave the Buttons before that and she spent as much time with them as she possibly

  could. She knew neither Em nor Jenny Button would say anything to Iris. They all kept well out of her path anyway, and during those last weeks she never spoke to any of her family unless she had

  to, even with the raids going on. She held on to the warm knowledge that at least she had the blessing of Jenny and Stanley. It was as if she was walking on air, in a protective dream and full of a

  sense of possibility. She could put aside the person she was, all that she had come from. There would be a new Molly Fox, away from this squalid house and these confining streets. She was going to

  start again and make a new life.




  There had been a lull in the raids before Christmas, almost long enough for them to believe it might have stopped, that the bombers had lost interest in Birmingham. But they started the new year

  with grim intent. The very first night of 1941, the sirens had gone off again. Iris was too drunk ever to take much notice or help Joe. Molly would sit under the stairs, hoping and praying. This

  time, in the cold, sleepless hours, she switched off to everything around her and dreamed only of escape. She pictured herself in full uniform, marching, giving orders, taking the army by storm.

  She just knew she could be good at something, that she had an important role to play!




  It was a bitter winter. Making her way home from work, Molly huddled up in her old coat, pulling her hat further down over her ears as she trudged through the slush in her

  leaking shoes. But she wasn’t thinking about the cold. On the way home she bought a second-hand suitcase. It was only small, as the army had instructed her not to bring more than the minimum

  with her. It was battered and brown with soft leather straps and buckles and she felt fond of it immediately. It felt like her partner in her secret mission.




  Before going into the house, she went quietly round into the yard and stowed the case beside the copper in the brew house. Late in the evening, when Iris was snoring in her chair, too far gone

  to notice anything, Molly sneaked back out for the case and hid it under her bed, ready for her departure in a few days. In it were her travel warrant and other necessary papers.




  All that remained now was to tell them – but she wasn’t going to do that until the very last minute.




  They were all there when she came down that morning, already wearing her hat and carrying the case. She put it down by the front door and took her coat from the hook.




  The wireless was on and Bert, who was at the table, was squinting at yesterday’s paper and sneezing every so often. Iris and Joe probably would not have even noticed her leave. Joe was in

  his usual seat by the fire, which Iris was kneeling beside, cursing as she rattled around in it with the poker, in her customary evil morning temper.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





