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Molly


The Other Side of War


Molly stiffened. Beery breath, soured by a recently smoked cigarette, wafted over her shoulder. The weight of her dad’s body crushed her against the pot sink. His hand, taking a forbidden trail, slithered around her waist and travelled upwards.


With all the strength she could muster, Molly hunched her body and pushed backwards. The sound of a chair crashing to the ground caused her to draw in a deep breath. Angry and yet fearful, she turned to see her dad tottering on unsteady legs, the chair he’d bumped into now sprawled on the floor behind him. Unable to steady himself, he lost his balance and landed with a thud on his backside. Molly winced. The cracked lino that covered the concrete floor of the kitchen wouldn’t have cushioned his fall. His cry spoke of his pain, but Molly felt no sympathy for him, nor did she attempt to help him.


From a slackened mouth that leaked spittle, his slurred words held no apology. ‘You little bastard – push your old man over, would you?’


‘You should leave me alone, Dad. It ain’t right, touching me like that!’


‘Like what? I thought for a minute you were your mum, that’s all. I meant no harm, girl.’


‘Mum’s been dead eleven years, so you can leave out that excuse. You should stop drinking. You don’t know what you’re doing when you’re drunk.’


‘Yer old dad gets lonely, Molly. It wouldn’t hurt you to give him a bit of comfort.’


‘Comfort! You’re disgusting. What man would want that kind of comfort from his own daughter, eh?’


Fighting back the tears, Molly felt desperate to escape his presence. The back door stood open, but she turned from it and stormed out of the kitchen and into the hall instead. She hesitated at the parlour door, and again at the bottom of the stairs, but her need to get out of the house made her reject these sanctuaries and make for the front door. She didn’t relish the thought that she might encounter passers-by on the street, but she preferred that to going into the yard at the back.


The yard connected with the rear of her father’s butcher’s shop and held the fear, for Molly, of bumping into Foggy Fieldman, so-called because he constantly had a cigarette hanging from his lips and smoke curling up his face.


Foggy worked for her dad in the preparation shed that ran from the end of the shop along the full length of the yard, forming an enclosure with the buildings that housed the coal shed, the outhouse and the outside lavatory. With the shortages that war had forced upon them all, Foggy had little to occupy him now. The huge carcases he used to cut into roasting joints, chops and steaks were a rarity, and he spent his time bagging up the offal that her dad had managed to get hold of, and making sausages out of the poorer cuts of meat that were more readily available.


‘Idle hands find trouble,’ her old granny used to say, and this was certainly true of Foggy. Having witnessed her dad’s lack of respect for her, Foggy seemed to have the idea that he could behave in the same way. He’d changed from the person she’d trusted into a leering predator who lusted after her.


She lived in fear of going to the lav in the back yard, and even of being in her own home at times. Not that her fear was all down to her dad’s and Foggy’s antics, because now there was the threat of air raids to contend with – and they had her scared out of her wits.


The soft, warm breeze caught her skirt as she stepped outside. Paying no heed to the chafing of the bricks through her white cotton blouse, Molly leaned heavily against the wall and lifted her face. The late-August sun blistered down, giving off an intense heat, though it failed to reach the cold place where her heart sat.


The scene before her compounded her misery, as she gazed at the ruins of a house across the road. Her ears still zinged with the high-pitched noise caused by the explosion, and her body trembled with the shock of the reality of the first air raid experienced by London.


Almost a week had passed since that day – 24th August 1940 – when one of the many sirens that Londoners had become used to throughout the year had actually meant something. A week during which everyone’s nerves had become frayed. Yes, it was thought the bomb that had destroyed the house and other buildings nearby had landed in the wrong place, but now the news was full of more to come, after Churchill’s reprisal in bombing Berlin. But no one knew when it might happen.


Mr and Mrs Hopkins, the tenants of the bombed-out house, had ignored the warning siren. Though badly injured, they had escaped with their lives. Only one wall of the house remained standing and, as if in defiance, the collapsed bedroom floor clung to it. Wedged at an angle against the ground, a double bed spewed from the gap. A wardrobe lay beside it, smashed into shards of wood – its hanging rail, still attached, revealing clothes doing a haunting dance in the breeze, as smoke from the smouldering embers curled around them.


Molly swallowed the urge to cry as she watched the workers clear the rubble. One of them stood near the corrugated-iron air-raid shelter that would have saved the couple from injury. He smiled as she looked across at him. Then he heightened her sense of humiliation as he let out a low wolf-whistle.


The gesture nearly undid her, but she fought the tears that prickled her eyes. Londoners didn’t show such emotion on a whim. Never mind being frightened – or being treated as an object, and not a person – you had to carry on, and you had to keep others going, too. If you gave in, you would be lost, and Hitler would have won.


With this thought, a new determination came over Molly. She had a job to go to and, at this rate, she’d be late back after her lunch break. Returning into the house to collect her purse, she became worried by the sound of her dad snoring. He should have his butcher’s shop open by now. As it was, she knew they were losing business and things didn’t look good.


Not wanting to chance going to wake him, as she feared facing her dad’s wrath again, Molly slammed the door hard as she left. The action gave her some satisfaction. The noise it made would have scared him out of his slumber.


They had always been the affluent family in Sebastopol Road in Edmonton. She remembered that her mum had wanted them to move to a better area, but her dad wouldn’t have it. He’d said he needed to be amongst his own, as half of his business came to them because their neighbours all knew him as one of them.


Cancer had taken her mum. At ten years old, Molly had watched the ugly, slow deterioration of a beautiful, buxom woman into a skeletal, unrecognizable one. She could still feel the agony of her loss.


Everyone said she looked like her mum did at her age. She could see this herself, when she dusted the lovely brass-framed wedding photo of her mum and dad, which stood on the piano in the parlour. Her mum had been beautiful, and Molly had inherited many of her qualities: the same sleek black hair and dark, flashing eyes. It wasn’t these features that attracted men to her, though. It was her shape – something else she could attribute to her mum. With a small frame and over-large breasts, she’d always been teased that she’d been in the front of the queue, when they were dished out. How often she’d wished she hadn’t been. Her breasts were a curse, as far as she was concerned. Most men leered at her, in one way or another. If not openly, then they did so with a sideways glance, giving her a wink if she caught them looking, as if they thought she wanted what they offered.


Nothing could be further from the truth. Losing her mum at such a young age had taken away her confidence, and though she’d done well at school, being naturally clever, on leaving school she hadn’t wanted to do anything that might entail going away from home. Not that there were many opportunities for girls to do so, although her brains would have got her into college to become a secretary or something. Instead, she chose to work in a shoe shop in the town centre because, like her dad, she felt safe amongst her own people. How often she’d regretted that decision.


As she was about to turn into Osmond Road, Molly looked back. She wasn’t surprised to see her Aunt Bet, her mum’s sister, lifting the latch to their home. Widowed in the last war, Aunt Bet adored Molly’s dad. The thought of them together repulsed her. But it also left her with no one to turn to who might be able to help her, as Aunt Bet was her only relative and wouldn’t hear a word against her dad. A deep loneliness and a yearning for her mum seared through her at this thought, and Molly thanked God for her friend Hettie.


Hettie lived on the same street, just a few doors down from the corner where Molly’s house and the butcher’s shop stood. They’d grown up together and had a special bond. She could talk to Hettie, though shame prevented her revealing everything.


The sound of a vehicle slowing behind Molly stopped the morose thoughts that had threatened to overwhelm her and replaced them with a feeling of trepidation, as the kind of car not usually seen in Edmonton pulled up beside her. Black and sleek with white-rimmed wheels, it reminded Molly of those cars she’d seen in American films. A woman leaned out of the window. Molly looked up and down the street – no one was about. Her trepidation deepened as the woman called out to her, ‘Here, lav, you know of an Alf Winters? He has a butcher’s shop round here somewhere.’


The surprise of being asked for directions to her dad’s shop, by this heavily made-up woman with a shock of bright-red hair, rendered Molly speechless.


‘Cat got your tongue, eh? I asked you a bleedin’ question.’ Stark blue eyes stared into Molly’s, before travelling the length of her body. Sniggers came from the fat male driver and from a man sitting in the back seat, but they stopped when the woman bawled at them, ‘Here, you two, pack it in. Can’t you see she’s like a bleedin’ rabbit in the headlights?’


The back window opened slowly. A blond-haired man, whom Molly thought to be in his forties, put his head through and grinned at her. The evil that emanated from him stopped Molly thinking of him as handsome, even though he had chiselled good looks that gave him a certain magnetism. His eyes travelled from her face and lingered on her breasts. She watched his gaze turn from curiosity to lust. Repulsion shuddered through her.


With a smirk, he lifted a half-smoked cigarette to his mouth, took a deep drag and then threw the butt-end at her feet. Molly jumped, but couldn’t take her eyes off him. He kept his gaze on her, squinting as the smoke slowly escaped from his mouth, before blowing a cloud towards her in a deliberate action. The menace of this made her gasp.


‘You’re a good-looker, girl. You could turn that figure of yours into a fortune.’ His voice didn’t match his looks. The tone was high, effeminate even.


Molly froze at the woman’s words: ‘Leave it out, Gus. Can’t you see she’s a virgin? Ain’t that right, lav – you’ve never had a man up yer, have you?’


Loud guffaws mixed with the high-pitched cackle of the woman’s laugh. Hot colour flooded Molly’s cheeks; sweat-beads formed on her forehead. She wanted to run for all she was worth, but fear kept her rooted to the spot.


‘I’d like to be the one to change that. What’s your name, girl?’ The fat driver bobbed his head to look at her as he said this. The woman slapped his thick thigh in anger. ‘Keep your mouth shut, Lofty. It’ll get yer inter trouble, one of these days. You’re the bleedin’ driver, not the mouthpiece.’


Everything about the redhead, whose fleshy breasts oozed from a figure-hugging black-and-white-spotted frock, intimidated Molly. She twitched her nose against the overpowering smell of cheap perfume that wafted up her nostrils. The woman’s lips curled, showing even teeth smudged with her thickly applied red lipstick. ‘What yer looking at, eh?’


Molly looked down at the pavement. She had an idea who the two men were, and this compounded her fear, making her voice shake. ‘I – I’m sorry, I can’t help you. I have to go, me bus will be in at any minute. I’m on me way back to work.’


‘You ain’t going nowhere, Missie, and we ain’t got all bleedin’ day. If you’re catching a bus from here, that means you live round here and probably know of the butcher we’re looking for. So start talking, or else.’


The back door swung open. Jumping back, Molly lost her balance. Groping for something to save her from falling, she cried out as a hand grasped her, digging painfully into her arm. ‘No . . . No, let me go!’ Her scream died as, in one movement, the blond man twisted her arm up her back and propelled her towards the open car door. His knee shoved her forward. Her head jerked on her neck, and her face was squashed onto the leather seat. His body thrust at her from behind. ‘Stop – don’t. Please, don’t.’ Tears choked her as she felt his hand lift her skirt, but thankfully the woman stopped him.


‘Not in broad daylight, you thick-headed geezer! Get her in the car, and let’s get going.’


Pain shot through Molly as Gus yanked her head back by her hair and landed a stinging slap on the cheeks of her bottom. Terror gripped her as she realized they were kidnapping her and she could do nothing to save herself. Frantically she looked out of the window, this way and that, but the street was deserted.


‘Now, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, if yer know what’s good for you, you’ll talk to us. Like Gus here says, you could earn us some money, and that’s what you’ll be bleedin’ doing. But first, answer me bleedin’ questions. Do yer know this bloke I’m looking for or not?’


‘The b-butcher is me dad.’ As she said this, defiance came over Molly. ‘You only had to drive a bit further and you’d have seen our shop. It’s on the corner of the next street, Sebastopol Road. It’s not hard for even you to find.’


For a moment Molly thought she’d gone too far as the woman’s eyes narrowed, but then she was surprised, for instead of receiving a further threat, the woman ordered her release.


But Gus wasn’t giving in that easily. ‘What’re yer thinking of? Christ, Eva, she’s prime meat.’


Molly held her breath, but Eva didn’t waver. ‘There’s time enough for that. She says she’s Alf Winters’s daughter. In which case, we don’t want to upset him by abducting her. We can cash in later, when we have him in the palm of our ’ands.’


Not daring to look back, in case they changed their mind about letting her go, Molly stumbled away from the car, desperate to put some distance between them and her. As she rounded the corner, the bus she thought she’d missed pulled up. She hesitated for a moment, torn between going back to make sure her dad was all right and carrying on to work. Still angry at her father, she climbed onto the bus. Whatever those people wanted, she’d leave it to him to deal with and would hope he got rid of them.


Her mind didn’t register anything that the bus passed on the way to her workplace, or the usual discomfort of the wooden seats, as she mulled over what had happened. The whole episode had frightened her more than anything else in her life, but hearing the first names of the two men had intensified that fear. Molly felt certain they were Gus Williams and Lofty Tyler – two gangsters who had once been notorious around the East End, which lay within spitting distance of where she lived. A long term in jail had seen younger men take over and Gus and Lofty losing their territory. She’d heard they were reclaiming it, as the war had forced conscription on the younger thugs.


Phyllis, a loud sort of girl who worked with Molly and seemed to know everything, had gossiped about Gus and Lofty, saying they dealt on the black market and headed a gang that stole from the ships docked at Wapping and at other docks along the Thames, as well as from the warehouses that lined the docks.


As the bus swung into Church Street, the conductor rang the bell to announce Molly’s stop. The sight of the shoe shop gave her other things to think about. Something had changed since she’d left an hour earlier. Sandbags that hadn’t been there previously, but were long awaited, were now piled high on the edge of the pavement. War was becoming a reality. It had brutally visited her street, and now people everywhere were ready to believe Hitler’s threat to set London ablaze. The row of shops presented a hive of activity, as shop owners dragged the bags and stacked them against their windows under the direction of the Air Raid Precautions wardens. Her own boss wasn’t one of them. He’ll more than likely get me and the girls to do that.


This thought was confirmed as Phyllis came into view. Her wave was followed by holding her head to one side and nodding, in a knowing way, at the sandbags. The movement catapulted Molly’s thoughts back to her fears caused by the encounter with the gang, as Phyllis had looked just like that when she’d told them about Gus and Lofty’s other activities.


‘They’re pimps as well, you know,’ she’d said. ‘They work for a madam called Eva.’ Phyllis had gone further and had told Molly of the plight of one of the street girls. ‘They dragged me mate in, making her believe she would have a good life with them. She hadn’t had much going for her up to then, as her dad and her uncle took what they wanted from her, when it suited them. Now she works the streets. She’s in a bad state, but won’t hear of me giving her any help, as she says I’ll be putting meself in danger.’


The words trembled through Molly as she recalled them. Her stomach churned. Her fear of Hitler’s wrath descending on London paled into insignificance, as the implications of what had been said about her earning money for the gang suddenly took on a terrifying meaning.


Not one for putting much faith in prayers, Molly crossed the road begging God fervently to help her, as the sensation of Gus thrusting himself at her revisited her. Please, God, don’t let what happened to Phyllis’s mate happen to me . . . Please!
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Flo


An Unknown Future


‘Eeh, Mr Godfern, have you heard the news?’ Flo shook her raincoat out the door as she spoke to the owner of the chemist’s shop – her boss and benefactor for the last seven years.


‘Whatever it is, close that door, Flo. The rain’s coming inside.’


The door shut after a moment of scraping on the flagstone floor. Wet weather always made it stick. ‘They’re putting out warnings to Londoners to take any siren seriously and to seek shelter. They say Biggin Hill’s been attacked, and that London’s going to be next. By, I feel sorry for the poor folk, if that happens.’


‘Aye, so do I. But to listen to them Londoners caught up in that bombing a few days ago, they know Churchill bombed Berlin to avenge them, so they’re not putting the blame on him. I heard some of them being interviewed on the wireless. They talk of standing against all Hitler can throw at them. You have to admire them. They say as we’re tough up here in Leeds, but we have nowt on them lot. Taking it on the chin, they are, and all helping each other. Makes you proud, but I fear what’ll happen.’ His head shook as if in despair. But then he smiled. ‘Mind, it’s not all doom and gloom, thou knaws, lass. There’s a letter come for you, and it’s a brown one at that.’


For a moment Flo caught her breath. Excitement, mixed with worry, churned her insides. ‘Is it from them?’


‘How many brown letters are you expecting then? I reckon as you’ll have to open it to make sure, but I’d like to bet you a florin it is.’


Laughing with him, Flo took the letter being held out to her. There, printed in bold letters above the address of the chemist’s shop, she read: ‘PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL, Miss Florence Kilgallon’. Once again her nerves jolted and longing flooded through her. Please let me have passed me exams.


Finding that she had, and in particular her maths exam, with a mark of 100 per cent, she let out a loud ‘Whoopee’ and did a little dance. The clanging of the doorbell sobered her, as did the voice of the hypochondriac Mrs Hardacre: ‘There’s a war on, thou knows, and some of us have nowt to sing about. Me legs have given me gyp all neet. Eeh, I wish I had your legs, Flo, but me dancing days are over. What’s made you so happy, lass?’


‘Oh, sommat and nowt. Now, what can I get you, Mrs Hardacre? Sommat to soothe your aches and pains?’


‘If only you could, but . . .’


As Mrs Hardacre droned on, Flo let her mind go back to the letter. Now she had a chance of gaining entry to the teacher-training college to fulfil her dream. She had Mr Godfern to thank for it all. It had been a good day when she’d gained the position here. She’d seen the advert in his shop window: Wanted, an assistant of reasonable intelligence and of good manner. Well, she had both of those qualities, but the first hadn’t been proven, as of then.


Born at the back end of 1918 and now almost twenty-two years old, Flo had experienced the death of both her mammy and her pappy within six months of her birth. Her dad had been run over by a truck and killed instantly when she was six weeks old, and they said that her mammy had been brought so low that she was taken by a fever against which she had no resistance. They had been Irish immigrants and had lived in an area known as The Bank, near Richmond Road in Leeds. The Mount of St Mary’s Convent Orphanage stood there too and had become Flo’s home until she’d turned thirteen and had been put out to board with Mrs Leary.


A kindly Irish lady, Mrs Leary had taken many a young lass in after they’d reached the age of having to leave the convent. Flo had heard good things about how well she’d treated them and they’d all proved to be true, though she’d been shocked on the second day when Mrs Leary had said, ‘You’re all settled in here now, Flo, so I’m for thinking that we’ll be after taking a walk around the town and getting you a job today.’


Flo had expected to be carrying on at school until she was fourteen, but had known that if you had a job to go to, once you were in your last year, then the school released you. Mrs Leary couldn’t see any benefit in those of working class getting an education and, no matter how much Flo protested, Mrs Leary was having none of it. ‘You’ve to work and get yourself set up, and then you’ll be ready to take all that life has a mind to throw at you.’ She’d gone on to say, ‘Isn’t it that the Good Lord rewards those who take care of themselves? And that is the aim of this house – to get you standing on your own two feet – so it is.’


As it had turned out, Mrs Leary had been right. Another year at school couldn’t have given Flo what she’d gained by working for Mr Godfern.


Mrs Hardacre’s nudge and her comment, ‘Eeh, it’s okay for some, daydreaming away,’ brought Flo out of her thoughts.


‘Oh, sorry, love – you were saying about your legs?’


‘Too late. Mr Godfern’s seen to me. By, lass, you’ll have to look lively. Folk want attention, thou knows.’


Smiling and apologizing did the trick. Even though Mrs Hardacre still admonished her, Flo could hear a lightness and fondness in the woman’s tone that belied what she said.


‘And there’s no use in flashing those lovely Irish eyes at me, either! Go on with you. You’re your dad all over. You even look like him.’


This had been said to her many times. Flo wished she had a photograph of her mum and dad to compare herself to them, but all she had to go on was what the Irish folk in the community told her. ‘Your mammy was a good woman, small and gentle and kind; and your pappy was for being a good man, too. A fine-looking man. You have his looks, with your chestnut-brown hair and Irish-blue eyes. You’re as tall as him. Is it nearly six foot that you are? And your nose, me bonny lass, is just the same as his. He’ll never be gone whilst you draw your breath, so he won’t.’ Flo longed to have known her mammy and pappy.


Reflecting on what folk said about her likeness to her pappy, her hand went to the bridge of her nose. With her finger she traced the slight bump. Some said she had a Jewish nose, but knowing nothing of her ancestry, she didn’t know if this reference had any substance to it or not. Not that her nose bothered her; apart from wishing it was straight, she didn’t think it that bad, and actually thought it quite cute. This made her lift her head, as if defying anyone to say otherwise. The net holding her hair brushed her neck and allowed a few of her curls to escape. She always contained the back of her hair in a net for work, but allowed those at the front to frame her face.


‘Go on then, lass, how did you do? Mr Godfern’s impatient tone brought Flo’s attention back to her wonderful exam results.


Sharing the good news with Mr Godfern, she finished by saying, ‘Eeh, it were your help with all those complicated equations that did it. And – and, well, I’ll never be able to thank you. You paying me fees to attend night-school and, these last weeks, giving me a day off to study for me exams is what got me this far. I’ll pay you back every penny it cost you, I promise.’


‘Naw, I’ll have none of that. Your determination to succeed was all the payment I needed. But, Flo, I – I’m sorry, but your ambition to become a teacher ain’t going to be easy. And . . . well, you always knew that my Elizabeth was in university, training to become a pharmacist.’


‘I know. She’ll be qualified soon and will be here to help you, and then you won’t be in need of me any more. You’ve prepared me for when that happens. And it’s all worked out well, as with me qualifications I can look at going to college, as we’ve allus planned. Me tutor, Mr Dinkworth, will help me find one that trains teachers.’


‘Look, as I see it, that will be costly, and you won’t be able to work and earn money while you study, as you’ll have to attend college full time. I reckon as you’ll be better served thinking about finding a well-paid job for a couple of years. That’ll set you up, so that you can support yourself. Besides, becoming a teacher ain’t everything. I reckon as you should try a few things first.’


This shocked Flo, for there’d been an understanding that Mr Godfern would continue to support her through college. Her heart sank as she asked, ‘Is there sommat as you want to tell me, Mr Godfern?’


She saw his body shift in a way that told of his discomfort. Turning from her, he adjusted a few bottles on the shelf behind him. His voice held regret when he spoke. ‘Things change, lass. You see, Elizabeth left university at the start of summer and has been taking a break, but she’s home now and needs to begin working here, with a view to it being hers one day. I – I could keep you on for a bit, though. Until she learns the ropes, that is.’


‘While I look for more work, you mean?’ Though he hadn’t admitted it, Flo thought that more had changed than simply Elizabeth being ready to come to work immediately. What Mr Godfern was saying didn’t sound like the plan to see her through college and then for her to pay him back whatever it had cost him, once she had a post as a teacher.


‘Aye. I’m sorry, lass. But things haven’t worked out financially for me. The recession hit me hard.’


‘Don’t ever be sorry, Mr Godfern. What you’ve done for me I’ll allus be grateful for. I’ll be reet. I can get set on at the munitions factory.’


‘Naw, that wouldn’t do at all. It’s well paid, I’ll give you that, but it’d stifle you. That’s happening here, as it is. You’re a clever lass and you need something that will stimulate you. Leave it with me. I’ll ask around and see what I can come up with.’


Though Flo had faith in Mr Godfern and knew he would do his best for her, as she cycled home that evening she couldn’t lift the heavy feeling inside her. The dream she’d held for the last five years of studying now lay in tatters. But then she’d been a fool to think the likes of her could ever make it to being a teacher. Weren’t they all middle-class and well spoken, with dads who worked in offices or had a profession? How was it that she’d ever aspired to such a thing, or to think it would be open to an orphaned girl living in the poorest part of Leeds?


Well, she had to face reality and get used to letting go of her dream. Because she was certain Mr Godfern had only been trying to make her realize that she’d gone as far as she was going to go. Maybe he could afford to sponsor her, but had known that hers was a lost cause, and that she would never have been accepted in a teacher-training college?


Without her bidding them, tears brimmed in Flo’s eyes. Brushing them away caused her to wobble. A hooter blasting as loud as a blooming siren increased her wobble and caused her to lose control. Crashing to the ground, she found her leg twisted under her bike. Her gas mask hit her in the face and pain shot up her thigh.


‘You idiot! You shouldn’t be on the road – you’re not safe. You were riding like a novice. You should keep to the path . . . Flo! Oh God, I didn’t realize it was you. Are you all right?’


As she looked up into the shocked face of Mr Dinkworth, Flo’s attempts to smile turned into a sob. Embarrassed and feeling like a child, she could do nothing to stop the flood of tears that prevented her from answering.


‘I’m so sorry. I did try to avoid you. Look, wrap this round you.’ He removed his jacket and placed it around her. The lining, warmed by his body, comforted her as it touched her skin, as did the smell of the Old Spice aftershave that clung to it. A familiar smell that had been with her throughout her years in the shop, and had always hung around the schoolroom where she’d attended Mr Dinkworth’s upper-maths group. He was the only one who bought Old Spice, as most men around here barely took a shaving brush to their chin, let alone pampered themselves with aftershave.


‘I’ll nip to that phone box over the road and ring for an ambulance. You’ll be fine, don’t worry – and don’t move.’


‘Naw! Naw, I’ll be reet, ta. Anyroad, I’m only suffering from shock, and that’ll soon pass.’


Mr Dinkworth produced a huge, startlingly white hanky and handed it to Flo. ‘Here, wipe those tears away. Then, if you’re sure you’re not badly hurt, we can see about getting you back on your feet. Though I don’t see your bike taking you anywhere. You’re going to have to have a new wheel fitted, by the looks of things.’


Drying her tears gave her clearer vision. She could see that one or two people had gathered around her and were helping to pick up her bike. Pieces of advice started to come at her. Most thought she should go to hospital, though some were saying she should be more careful, and that the roads were getting too dangerous for cyclists. They all seemed to be talking at once, and in high, squeaky voices. Confused, Flo looked around her.


Mr Dinkworth took charge. She heard him ask everyone to stand back and give her some air, then arranged with a man who’d come out of a nearby house to take in her bike and look after it, until they could come for it; finally, he asked another man to help him to get Flo into his car. ‘I’ll see that she’s taken care of. I know her well. I’m her night-school tutor.’


Though all this was done with the efficiency he always displayed in the classroom, Flo saw that Mr Dinkworth’s immaculate self had deserted him. His dark, Brylcreemed hair, usually sleeked back, was dishevelled, giving him a more approachable look than the groomed teacher she’d known him to be.


Glancing over at Flo, he told her, ‘I’m taking you to my home. My housekeeper used to be a nurse. She’ll make sure you’re all in one piece and will put my mind at rest as to whether or not you need a doctor.’


‘But Mrs Leary . . .’


‘Your landlady? I know, she’ll be expecting you. Don’t worry – I’ve thought of that. There was a boy amongst the crowd. I gave him a penny to take a message to Mrs Leary to say you had been in an accident, but weren’t badly hurt, and that your tutor was taking care of you and would deliver you back there later.’


What boy? I didn’t see a boy! A feeling of trepidation filled her. ‘Please, just give me a lift home, Mr Dinkworth. I only live around the corner from here. I told you, I’ll be reet. I—’


‘You have nothing to fear, Florence. My intentions are honourable. I couldn’t possibly let you out of my sight until I am sure you haven’t suffered any ill-effects that may require medical care.’


Feeling silly for having even thought this man would mean her any harm, Flo relaxed a little. As she did, the full force of the pain in her ankle shot up her leg, causing her to gasp.


‘I think I’ll take you to the hospital after all. That wasn’t a sound I’d expect to hear from someone who wasn’t badly hurt.’


Limping out of the hospital an hour later, with her ankle bound up and leaning heavily on crutches, Flo was grateful for the steadying hand of Mr Dinkworth as he held her arm.


‘How is it now? Do you think you could manage to get to the cafe across the road? They don’t close until eight, and I think a nice cup of hot, sweet tea is called for.’


‘Aye, I’ll have a good try. And a pot of tea is just what I’m needing. I may only have a sprain, but by, they gave me some gyp, pulling and pushing me ankle.’


As they made their way across to the tearoom, Flo thought what a different side of Mr Dinkworth she was seeing. He’d always been distant and yet a gifted teacher, and a non-judgemental one, who saw the best in her and strived to encourage her. She’d been stupid to think he had any motive other than concern and kindness, in wanting to take her to his home. He was just one of life’s nice people. The thought came to her that it was funny he wasn’t married. Though she guessed he was in his forties, he was still a very handsome man. Tall and maybe too thin, he had a nice face with high cheekbones; and a real professor-look about him, with his striped suit and little round glasses, which – far from detracting from his good looks – suited him and enlarged his lovely brown eyes.


‘Now tell me: what had you wobbling like that? I thought you and your bike were going to land under my car. I know you are an experienced rider, so what happened?’


She’d taken a sip of the lovely steaming tea and now licked her tingling lips. ‘I – I were upset. And I went to wipe away the tears that were blurring me vision and that led to me losing control.’


When he asked what had upset her, Flo told him, between blowing the steam of the tea away from her, how she’d suddenly found herself without a job and having lost the prospect of taking her education any further.


‘Well, maybe another job is the right thing for you, as I did wonder about your ambitions and whether you would make it into college. I mean – well, I’m sorry, Florence, and it shouldn’t be like this, but . . . everything is decided on the class of person you are. For instance, even though you have twice the brains and ability of Penelope Harris, her father is a bank manager and has influence. He sent her to me to improve her prospects. If both you and she applied to the teacher-training college and they only had one place, then she—’


‘But that ain’t fair.’


‘Life isn’t fair, Florence. It lifts you up and then kicks you in the face. One day – maybe after this war even – things will change. People from all walks of life will have the same opportunities and won’t be penalized because of their standing in life, their colour, their religious beliefs or their sexual persuasion.’


Already shocked at what he’d said about her not having the same chances in life, despite getting an education, this last comment saw Flo’s cheeks reddening. She kept her eyes on her tea as she brought the cup to her mouth again. Eeh, fancy him saying a word like ‘sexual’ – and in here, an’ all!


Looking around the pretty tearoom, with its round tables draped in white cloths and adorned with silver sugar bowls and salt-and-pepper pots gleaming in the light of the low evening sun, she saw that none of the other customers – four in all – had heard. But then if they had, they might be like her and not have an inkling what he meant by ‘sexual persuasion’.


‘I’m sorry – I’ve upset you, haven’t I?’ His head shook. ‘Dear Florence, you’re so innocent of the world. But you are the very essence of what I am talking about. You, and others like you, will be the ones to bring about change. You haven’t accepted your lot. You have striven to better yourself, but the barriers that are in place are foiling you now. Don’t let them. Keep your determination to lift yourself from your allotted place in life. You can do it. And you should take advantage of the war to help you.’


‘I can’t see how the war will help me. War or no war, I can’t afford to do owt other than get a job. And, as I’m not trained at owt, that will have to be in the munitions.’


‘No, that’s not an option for you. Look, I could help you. I have a friend – well, he is more than a friend. We went to university together and we became very close . . . Do you understand what I mean?’


Why her face reddened even more, she didn’t know. But she thought Mr Dinkworth seemed to be hinting at sommat that was a secret, and yet he expected her to know what it was. She shook her head, unable to find the words to answer him.


‘We . . . we are a – a couple. We love each other and see each other as often as we can. Though that isn’t easy, with the distance between us. He lives and works down south, in a village called Bletchley. His work is hush-hush, but like you, he is a brilliant mathematician and what he does is helping the war effort massively.’


If she could, she’d run out of here and away from him. As it was, she didn’t know what to say. Mr Dinkworth and another man loving each other? Oh, aye, she’d heard tell of such things, but never thought to meet anyone who was like that. She thought it were sommat as folk who lived down south did. Not her own tutor! A northerner, even if he did speak posh. Finding her voice, she asked, ‘What – what does he do . . . I – I mean, in his job?’


‘To be honest, I don’t know. And you, young lady, should know better than to ask. All I know is that Simon’s work is very secret, but highly important.’


‘Eeh, he’s not a spy, is he? I couldn’t do that work.’


‘We none of us know what we are capable of until we are faced with doing it, and you – more than most – would be capable of rising to the challenge, should it be put to you. But whatever it is that Simon does, and it may be spy work, I know it is very important to the war effort.’


‘And you reckon as I could do this work?’


‘I do. I think you have the right qualifications, as you have what Simon has: a mathematical brain. You would need to join the WRNS or the ATS, as they only take on military personnel and civil servants.’


‘Oh? But how can you be sure they would send me where Simon is?’


‘I know because that is how they build their staff teams. It’s nepotism, but it works. Someone knows someone who can be trusted, has the right qualifications, is of the right calibre, and they recommend them. Joining the forces can come after you are chosen, so you would still keep your options open. What do you think? Would you like me to discuss it with him? Simon is a lovely person. You would like him. And he will be fascinated by you. If it works out, you will move to a new area and begin a new life. I think it is the very thing for you.’


Unsure, but with her interest tickled, Flo nodded. ‘Aye, I’d like to know more about it. And I’m thinking a new start is what I’m needing.’


She couldn’t say that the prospect of meeting his ‘friend’ scared her, as that would hurt Mr Dinkworth, but she did feel scared. The world these two lived in was alien to her. Aye, and criminal, an’ all. Her knowledge of such things had come from the newspapers. Mrs Leary had pointed the story out: two men had been caught engaging in homosexual activities and had been jailed. Mrs Leary went on to tell Flo that there was a rule that men of that kind were refused entry to the forces. ‘Nancy boys’, she’d called them. Flo had been shocked to hear of such things, but she hadn’t seen why they should be imprisoned or banned from the forces. Mrs Leary was of that mind too, and she’d stood up for them. ‘It’s not for being right, putting them in jail. It is as folk should live and let live. I’ve a friend back in Ireland whose son is that way inclined. A lovely boy he is – was, I should say, as he’ll be a grown man now. He had the kindest nature and looked after his mammy, but he was ridiculed by others and took himself off to America to start a new life. Broke his mammy’s heart, so it did.’


Mr Dinkworth cut into her thoughts. ‘You’ve gone very quiet, are you sure about—’


‘Oh, aye, I’m sure. It’s just a lot to take in.’


‘Well, let’s get you home. I’ll be in touch. I’m seeing Simon this weekend.’ Then, as if the thought had suddenly struck him, he asked, ‘Would you like to meet him? He is coming up on Friday and staying till Sunday. He’ll be bringing his half-sister; sh-she acts as his girlfriend – oh, I don’t mean . . . Well, just for show. Look, I’m sorry, Florence, this has all been a shock to you. Not just being run over by me, but learning all of this about me. I shouldn’t have told you. I’m sorry.’


‘Naw. I’m alreet with it. I’m not used to such things, but, well, I – I’m not . . .’


‘Repulsed? You’re not disgusted or anything?’


‘Of course not. “Embarrassed” is more how I’d put it. And that’s because it’s all new to me. I don’t see as you’re any different because of it. But, I – I just don’t know how to handle it.’ She was tying herself in knots and feeling even more ill-at-ease as she tried to explain her feelings. ‘Look, you’re still Mr Dinkworth . . . I mean—’


‘Thank you, Florence. That means a lot to me. Yes, I am still Mr Dinkworth; nothing about my private life changes that, though I would like it if you called me Roland.’


Thinking to lighten the tension between them, she laughed. ‘Only if you call me Flo. That’s me name, as I’m known by. “Florence” is too posh for the likes of me!’


He laughed with her. ‘Flo it is. And yes, that does suit you more than Florence does. Though I do see you as a pioneer of sorts, just as your namesake was. You’ve to change the world, Flo. You and others like you. No accepting your lot. Get out there and show them that women can do as well as men, and that those women who were born disadvantaged by poverty have brains, just the same as the posh lot do. And, Flo, spread your accepting nature far and wide, too.’


‘Eeh, I don’t know about that. But I’ll do me best in this job you have in mind for me. Thanks, Roland.’ It surprised her how easily the use of his name came to her. ‘I were reet in the dumps as to me future, but now you’ve given me sommat to look forward to and some hope and . . . and respect. Aye, that’s it – respect is what you’ve given me, by you seeing me potential. I’ve only ever had the like of that from me boss before. If this works out, I won’t let you down, nor will I let your Simon down, either.’


As he drove her home, chatting about this and that, Flo found she was really relaxed in his company and looking forward to what seemed like a much more exciting future than teacher training. And, as Roland had said, she would change things – well, her own expectations, and hopefully those of others. One day her class would know a different time, and she’d be ready when that time came.
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Molly


Friends and Dreams


‘Help your old dad with his tie, girl, there’s a good ’un.’


Molly felt sick as she looked up at her dad. He stood in front of the parlour fireplace, grooming himself in the mirror above the mantelpiece. The reflection of the sun hindered his view. He looked better than she’d seen him look for a long time. His best suit had been pressed, no doubt by Aunt Bet. His hair was sleeked back and his white shirt gleamed – and all for the benefit of that gang from the East End.


This being a Saturday, Molly would normally have been at work, but there had been a shock announcement during the week that the shoe shop was to close immediately. The Jewish owners were afraid that the Germans would invade England, so they had booked a passage to America, where they thought they would be safer.


The closure had upset her for more than the fact that she no longer had a job, as it also meant she might not see David, the boss’s son, ever again.


During the time that she’d worked at Gould’s shoe shop she’d fallen in love with David. It was a secret love that only she and her friend, Hettie, knew about, as David had never even noticed her on his visits to the shop. Whereas for her, David’s visits to see his dad were the highlights of her life, and of her dreams. Now her dreams had been shattered and her life changed completely, as she found herself at the beck and call of her dad.


Once she’d taken in the shock of the shop’s closure, Molly thought she’d have to look for a job in a factory, as she wasn’t qualified to take up any other work. But her dad had other ideas, and said she was to stay at home and take care of him and the house for the time being. He also said it looked as though he would need her around to help in his butcher’s shop in the not-too-distant future. A prospect that she dreaded, as she knew it was linked to the visit of the gangsters he was expecting today.


She fiddled with his tie for him, undid what he’d done and started to reknot it. ‘What do you want to get mixed up with that lot for, Dad? It’ll come to no good. They’re criminals. They steal and kill and—’


‘Shut your mouth, girl. They say that careless talk costs lives, and where Gus Williams and Lofty Tyler are concerned, it’s true, so watch your tongue.’


‘I’m scared, Dad. They can only bring trouble to our door.’


‘More like a lot of money. It’s watertight, what they’re proposing. No one will ever guess. The shop is a good front for their business, and I’ll get a decent cut. What can go wrong, eh? I’ve had Foggy clearing out the back of the preparation room. He’s scrubbed it up like a new pin. What goods we can’t get in there will go into the cellar. So, if Eva, Gus and Lofty like what they see when they come today, we’ll be in business with them. From what I know, goods will be delivered in my own truck, so as not to raise suspicion. Customers will be sent to us by Eva. Or we will deliver orders to the nobs who wouldn’t be seen dead around here and will only place their orders by telephone.’


‘But it’s black-market! Stolen! Those goods, as you call them, are meant to feed our forces and our people. How can you even think of getting involved in it? You should call the police . . . No, D-Dad. No!’


Though she’d cringed away from his raised fist, Molly couldn’t dodge the blow that her dad aimed at her. The punch landed on her arm. The force of it knocked her backwards. She landed heavily in his armchair next to the fireplace. Hot tears sprang to her eyes. In that moment all she’d ever known deserted her. Her dad wasn’t her dad any more. She’d dealt with him being amorous towards her; even taken it as a sign of his love at times, as she’d nothing else to measure his love by. But now he’d severed the last thread that had held them together.


‘I HATE YOU!’


For a moment she thought he was going to apologize, as he lowered his face to within inches of hers. But his teeth gritted in anger and his spittle sprayed her face. ‘Look, Miss Stupid! I’m nearly broke. Do you know what that means, eh? I stand to lose this house, me shop . . . everything. Eva and the boys have given me a way out. And not just that, but a way of making a lot of money. We’re going to be rich. And you’re not going to spoil it for me, do yer hear me?’


A sob escaped her and, with its release, more sobs followed. Soon her whole body cried, and it seemed tears dripped from every pore.


‘Pack that in. That was your mother’s way. Well, it didn’t wash then and it won’t wash now. Get yourself busy. Eva and the boys are staying to play cards later, and I want a decent supper presented to them. Right?’


She could only nod. Every fibre of her felt drained, as if someone had tipped her up and emptied her out. Somehow she stood up, steadied herself and crossed the parlour, feeling shocked to the core that her dad showed no remorse for what he’d done.


‘And you can bloody well dress yourself up a bit and look presentable. Then I want you at that piano, playing for them. You had enough expensive bleedin’ lessons, and you hardly touch the thing.’


Once in the kitchen, Molly ran the cold water and splashed her face. Lifting her head, she caught sight of herself in the small mirror hanging from a nail knocked into the wooden window frame above the sink. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying. She rubbed her stiff and bruised arm. My own dad did this to me. My own dad!


Well, she wasn’t going to stand for it. She’d find some way out of all this – and she’d start now, by going to her mate’s house. She’d not stick around here and play host to that floozy and her two henchmen.


‘Eeh, Molly, I saw yer coming across the street. What’s happened to yer, eh? Come in, love.’


The note of sympathy in Hettie’s voice made Molly sob all the more, making it difficult for her to speak. Not that she wanted to tell all that was going on. ‘Me – me dad. He got mad at me and punched me!’


Hettie steered her towards the kitchen. ‘Blimey. Your dad? Here, let me take a look at yer. Where’s he hurt yer?’


Molly indicated her arm.


‘Take your cardi off and I’ll bathe it for yer. Me mum swears by putting some vinegar on cotton wool and dabbing it gently on bruised areas. It seems to work, when me dad gives her a wallop.’


‘I weren’t going to get upset, Hettie. I’m sorry, I cried me eyes out in our kitchen, but I thought I’d composed meself. You’ve enough on your plate, with what you witness your mam going through.’


‘Well, at least I’m used to it. But I’ve not known your dad to be violent before. What’s happened to change things, eh?’


Not ready to share the reason with Hettie, and glad that as yet the gossipmongers hadn’t heard what her dad was up to, and with whom, Molly shrugged. ‘He’d had too much to drink. Look, let’s forget it. I don’t want to talk about it.’ A sudden thought zinged fear through her: What if me dad comes after me? ‘That’s fine now, thanks, Hettie. You’re a pal. Look, if you’re not doing anything, d’yer fancy a walk out? We could go to Pymmes Park. I could do with some fresh air.’


‘Ha – fresh air, me nelly. More like yer want to be where you might be seen by that David yer always on about. Blimey, you’ve got it bad. But I don’t think it will get you anywhere, Molly. Didn’t you say he was a Jew? Well, he ain’t going to be looking at the likes of you, is he?’


This hurt. Though Molly had to admit to herself that David’s being an orthodox Jew might pose problems.


‘Well, a girl can dream, can’t she? Go on, Hettie, come with me. We can buy a cup of tea from the kiosk and sit on the bench and drink it. We don’t have to be out long. I’ll have to be back soon, anyway.’ Hindsight gave Molly the feeling that perhaps she’d better be home in time to see to her dad’s guests. She didn’t relish the idea, but she was afraid of the consequences if she wasn’t.


‘Ain’t you scared there’ll be one of them sirens going off? Since them bombs dropped, I only feel safe at home or at work, as I know where the shelter is.’


‘There’s one in Pymmes Park. You remember, we saw them digging it out. Besides, we can’t stop inside for the duration of the war. You know what they say: stiff upper lip.’


‘Not a fat one like yours, then?’


Molly giggled. ‘I haven’t got a fat lip. Me face is a bit swollen with me crying, that’s all. A splash of cold water will soon sort that.’


‘Go on then. And after you’ve swilled your face, I’ll do your hair for you. You look a mess, and you need to look presentable, just in case.’


‘Ta, Hettie.’


Having just turned twenty-one, Hettie was the same age as Molly but she was also as fair as Molly was dark. She had a lovely face, rounded and dimpled, with large blue eyes. She worked as a hairdresser and her hair was always immaculate. Cut into her neck, it had a side parting and a fringe. She was maybe a little too plump, but it suited her and went with her kindly, motherly nature.


‘Have you heard from Larry, Hettie?’


‘Yes. He’ll be home in four weeks. He’ll be finished his training then. He says he’ll have a few days’ leave, then he’ll be sent somewhere else. He don’t know where, but he thinks it will be overseas, to fight. He wants us to get married while he’s home. He’ll be lucky. I bleedin’ told him that everyone’ll think I’ve got me belly up, or sommat. I said we’d get engaged and then think about marriage on his next leave.’


‘Oh, Hettie. Who knows what’s going to happen! You should marry him – you’re made for each other. Besides, I could be a bridesmaid.’


Hettie was quiet for a moment, and Molly could have cut her tongue out. She shouldn’t have made a reference to what might happen, for it always brought into focus all they didn’t want to think about. At the sound of Hettie swallowing hard, Molly felt even worse. She could think of nothing to say. She was desperate to get their mood back to what it had been. Hettie’s next words gave her that chance.


‘I do miss him, Molly. I miss him like mad.’


Instead of sympathizing, Molly pretended that Hettie was being too heavy-handed at brushing her hair. ‘Ouch! No need to take it out on me.’


‘Sorry. I’ll just twist the back up for you, then I’ll be done.’


Molly turned, afraid that Hettie’s muffled voice meant she was crying, but she was relieved to see that the cause was a few hairpins clasped between her teeth.


‘Hold still. There, you’ll do. It looks lovely. Put a bit of me lipstick on, it’ll suit you.’ Hettie passed her a bright-red Max Factor. Molly wasn’t sure; she’d always thought it looked common to wear make-up that was as obvious as this.


‘There’s a mirror over the sink – go on, it’ll look good on you. I put some on my cheeks and rub it in; it saves me buying rouge. You don’t need to do that, though, as you’ve got a lovely complexion, Molly.’


Seeing her reflection cheered Molly. ‘Ooh, you’ve made my hair look like Gloria Swanson’s did in that film, Music in the Air. You know, when she wore that beautiful gown with the frills on? I love it.’ Touching the rolls of her hair at the nape of her neck, Molly stretched her head this way and that. ‘We should go to a film. How about on Tuesday? That’s your half-day, ain’t it?’


‘What, after Hitler’s lot flattened the Alcazar Picture House?’


‘The Regal’s still standing. Besides, you’re not going to spend the whole of this bloody war being a scaredy-cat, are you?’


‘Okay, then. But I’m telling yer, any time we’re out and that bleedin’ siren wails, we’re down the nearest shelter quicker than you can say “Hitler”.’


Laughing at this, Molly waited while Hettie fetched her purse and cardigan. They didn’t carry handbags these days as it was too much, with the cumbersome gas masks they had to take everywhere they went. The new hairstyle and the wearing of the lipstick had given her confidence and an eagerness to get going. Please let David be in the park, please!


As they stepped outside, Molly glanced back at her house. The sleek black car hadn’t arrived yet. She linked arms with Hettie and compelled her to move faster.


‘Bleedin’ ’ell, Molly, are you afraid your dad will come after you?’


‘Yes, quick, let’s get out of sight.’


Hettie didn’t answer her, but hastened her step. Molly knew she would understand. She’d hidden Hettie many a time, when her own dad had been on the rampage.


As they hurried along, Hettie held her close. The feel of her soft body gave comfort to Molly and, with it, some of the fear seeped out of her.


When they reached Fore Street, Molly said, ‘Let’s turn right onto Victoria Road at the bottom of Park Road, then we can turn into Park Lane. I’ll show you where David lives.’


‘Oh, all casual, you mean, as if we just happen to be walking along there. Honestly, Molly! We’ll look foolish if he comes out of his gate – he’s bound to recognize yer.’


‘He won’t. He’s never looked at me. Besides, it’s a free country. Well, it is at the moment anyway. We’re just out for a walk, that’s all.’


‘What, with your hair all done and your lipstick on? You should’ve nipped home and put on that nice frock you have. The patterned one with the lilac flowers. I love that one. It would complete the Miss Film Star image.’


Molly laughed, but the comment had made her aware of her clothes. She pulled her cardigan around her, wincing as she felt the soreness of her arm. She looked like a plain Jane in her pink blouse, straight grey skirt and grey cardigan. Still, it wasn’t as if she’d planned to go out.


Hettie talking about the lilac-flowered dress seemed to set her off on the subject of clothes. She talked for the next five minutes about a girl who had been into her hairdressing shop that morning in the prettiest of frocks, before moving on to how much her legs ached from standing.


‘I usually rest up on a Saturday afternoon, Molly, so you’re lucky. I hope we get to see lover-boy. And if that bleedin’ tea stall isn’t open, I’ll murder yer.’


Molly didn’t much care if the kiosk was open or not, as they were turning into Park Lane and her heart rate had quickened. ‘There it is, Hettie, that white one with the sloping roof.’ As she said this, David came out of his front door and walked towards his car.


‘Say hello then. Go on. We’ve not come all this bleedin’ way for nothing.’


‘No, Hettie. I can’t – it would be too forward of me.’


‘I will then . . . Hey there, as you live around here, can you tell us if the park kiosk is open on a Saturday afternoon?’


Molly felt her cheeks burn as David looked at her and recognition showed on his face, and in his question: ‘Don’t I know you?’


They walked towards him. How she managed to speak, Molly didn’t know. ‘Yes, I – I worked for your dad.’


‘Oh yes. I’m sorry about what happened. I couldn’t take over and keep the shop open, I’m afraid. You see, I’m a lawyer and I couldn’t give up my job. I tried to persuade my father to let Phyllis manage the place, but he wouldn’t have it.’


‘Yes, it was a shame it closed. I miss working there.’ Humdrum conversation, when inside her heart was thumping and all sorts of longings were assailing her.


‘Well, I have to go. I hope you get a cup of tea. I think the kiosk is open.’


‘You lawyers exempt from being called up, then?’


Molly blushed at this forthright question. The subject was a touchy one for Hettie. She tackled any young man she saw who was still in civvies. She imagined they were all conscientious objectors.


‘Not all of us, but I’m working in government, so I am exempt for now. I can’t tell you any more, but I’m doing what is needed of me. But I’ll gladly go and fight, if I get the opportunity.’


‘You’re not a conchie, then?’


‘No, I’m not. Not that it is any of your business, but I’m far from being an objector. How can I be, when I hear the reports of what’s happening to my people in Germany and Belgium?’


‘Come on, Hettie. Leave it there.’


‘Don’t worry, Miss . . . ?’


‘Winters – Molly.’


David nodded. ‘Well, I have to go. I hope you get another job, Molly.’ He bent down and cranked his car. The engine jumped into life, belching exhaust fumes into their path. Molly felt acute disappointment as David got into the open-topped car and began to reverse it slowly out of the drive. But then he waved to her, causing her legs to feel as though they had turned to jelly. She clutched Hettie’s arm.


‘I think you’re in with a chance there, Molly. Come on, I’ll race yer to the kiosk.’


The fun of running after Hettie, who’d taken off and given herself an unfair start, settled Molly’s excited nerves, and the laughter the chase caused lifted her spirits.


As they came to the shed-type building that was known as ‘the kiosk’, they slowed down and their laughter quietened. Aggie Blayburn was sitting on the bench near the kiosk. Aggie’s son, Trevor, had been killed in France. Molly guessed that Hettie felt the same as her: that their behaviour was irreverent in the face of Aggie’s grief. They’d known Trevor. Aggie lived in their street and had brought up a family of seven there. Trevor had been the youngest; his older brother was still serving overseas. The rest of the family were girls: three of them worked in the munitions, and two were young mothers who had moved back in with Aggie when their men had been called up.


There was nothing in Aggie’s eyes when she looked up at Molly and Hettie, and the tone of her voice was flat as she said, ‘Don’t mind me. You enjoy life while yer can, the pair of yer. It’s soon taken away from yer.’


‘I’m sorry about your Trevor, Aggie. He were a good bloke.’


‘He were, Molly. He had an eye for you, yer know. If he was here now, he’d have been chasing yer round the park. He loved a bit of fun.’


Molly blushed. She didn’t know what to say, but Hettie, who had a word for every occasion, spoke up. ‘Yer must be proud of him, Aggie. I know I am. I’m always telling me customers what a hero he was. He were one of the first to go. And he didn’t have to be bleedin’ asked.’


Molly cringed. She wished Hettie wouldn’t swear every time she spoke, but it didn’t seem to bother Aggie, who smiled up at Hettie. ‘Ta, Hettie.’


‘I’ll tell yer what, Aggie. Why don’t yer come into me shop on Monday, eh? I ain’t got many customers. I’ll give yer a nice perm. That’ll cheer yer up a bit. Trevor liked to see yer looking nice. Last time I saw him, he said, “Keep me mum’s hair curled while I’m away, Hettie.”’


‘Did he?’


‘He did.’


‘I will. Yes, I will. I’ll see yer first thing Monday morning. Ta, Hettie.’


‘Right, and it’s free. Free to the mother of a local hero.’


‘Oh, Hettie. You’re a good girl.’ Aggie wiped a tear away and then got up. ‘Well, I’d better go and get tea sorted for my lot. I’ve sat here long enough with this Rosie Lee. It’s gone bleedin’ cold.’


Molly laughed; she hadn’t heard Aggie swear before.


As they watched Aggie go, Molly put her arm around Hettie. ‘That was nice of you, love.’ Hettie was like two people at times: ready to take up the fight with anyone she thought wasn’t toeing the line, and yet kindness itself to anyone who was in need. She was the very best friend you could have. Molly squeezed her a bit tighter, before turning away. ‘I’ll get the tea. I won’t be a moment.’


As she came back from the kiosk, her mind went over the excitement of actually having spoken to David and of him waving to her. That was something she’d been dreaming about and had longed to happen. Seeing him had made a good day out of a rotten one. A shudder went through her. The encounter with David might have cheered her, but there was still what was happening at home to contend with.


‘That was a big sigh, Molly.’


‘I know. I was just thinking that we’d better drink this quick and get back. I have to face me dad sometime. He’s having some people over, and he wants me to make some supper for them.’


‘I feel sorry for yer, love. I’m used to trouble, but you’re not.’ Molly’s silence must have alerted Hettie. ‘You can always talk to me, yer know.’


‘I know. Thanks, Hettie. But you’d be shocked if you knew half of it.’


‘Try me. There’s not much that can shock me. It doesn’t do any good to bottle everything up.’


If only she could tell Hettie. But what good would it do? Hettie can’t stop me dad thinking he can abuse me, or make him protect me from Foggy, or from . . . Molly’s heart sank at the thought of that woman and her two cronies. A picture of the one called Gus, and of how he’d shoved himself at her, came to her mind. A deep dread settled in the pit of her stomach.


‘Molly?’


‘I’m sorry. I’m fine. Come on, let’s go, or I won’t be.’


‘I’ll come home with you, if yer like. I’ve got nothing to do tonight.’


‘No! I – I mean, thanks. Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap, but me dad wouldn’t like that. He’s going to be talking business.’


‘Where the hell have you been? Don’t think for a minute you can defy me.’


‘Don’t, Dad. What’s the point of hitting me? What’s come over you? As if pawing me weren’t enough, you think you can be heavy-handed as well. I’m a person, not an animal. Leave me alone.’


To her surprise, her dad softened. ‘I’m sorry about earlier, love. Me nerves are all over the place. If this lot don’t come through with the deal they’re talking of, I’ve had it. Everything I’ve ever worked for will go.’


It was on the tip of Molly’s tongue to say he deserved no less, but at the end of the day he was her dad, and she didn’t really wish anything bad to happen to him.


‘They’re in the parlour. See if you can rustle sommat up for them. Foggy cooked off a bit of gammon, and there’s that loaf you queued for this morning. Make some nice sandwiches for them, eh?’


‘All right. I’ll do me best. But, Dad, I don’t want to be drawn into anything. I’m scared of them. I’ll serve them, then I’ll go to me room.’


He didn’t object to this. Molly thought he must have forgotten about the piano-playing. Thank goodness. She hadn’t relished the prospect of being in the company of the gang for longer than she had to be.


As she set about the task of making sandwiches, she hoped her dad really was sorry about hitting her, and that if things improved for him, he might return to how he’d been a few years ago. A proud man. A fairly well-to-do man, and one who respected his daughter.


Taking the supper through to the parlour, Molly felt her earlier nerves return and increase in intensity. How she managed to place the tray on the occasional table without dropping it was a miracle.


‘Your daughter’s a good-looker, Alf. She could be a good earner.’


Molly stiffened at Eva’s words. Her dad laughed – a fawning kind of laugh. Molly looked at him, putting into her gaze all the contempt that she dared show.


‘Don’t look like he’s got her bleedin’ tamed, Eva. But I’d soon get her in line, if that’s what yer want.’


A look of shock passed over her dad’s face, and Molly felt a ray of hope enter her. But he didn’t challenge them, just lowered his eyes.


‘Shut yer bleedin’ mouth, Gus. Sorry, Alf – boys will be boys, yer know.’ Eva’s laugh cackled around the room, but her eyes stayed on Alf. Molly watched him melt and grin back at her.


A victory smirk spread across Eva’s face. Her eyes travelled over Molly’s body. ‘Yes, very attractive. I don’t think you know your own worth, girl.’


It took only a moment for Molly to get through the door and into the hall. Laughter followed her, her dad’s laugh just as loud as the others. A sinking feeling made Molly clasp her stomach, but a noise as if someone was coming to the door got her running for all she was worth up the stairs to her bedroom. With an extreme effort she pulled the chest of drawers across the door, afraid that she would be heard as it scraped along the lino. Once it was in place, she relaxed, though her body didn’t stop shaking. Oh God!


Her instinct was to fall onto her bed and sob her heart out, but instead she took a deep breath and began to search in the top drawer of the desk. Finding and holding the form she’d been looking for gave her courage. She’d found it weeks ago, on the bus seat on her way to work. Someone had left or discarded it. She would fill it in and post it tomorrow. Then she would wait and hope that the Auxiliary Territorial Service would accept her. She had to escape somehow.
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