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About the Book

Laura Collins, a widow, is struggling to make a good life for her daughters, Tess and Tina. They are living with Laura’s sister Millie and her seven children so when Laura is offered a good job, with accommodation, she is delighted.

Life is very different for the Brewsters, living on Manor Farm in Herefordshire. Danny and his girlfriend, Sophie, intend to marry one day so that they can run Manor Farm together but his cousin and best friend, Phil Ryland, feels differently. He longs to get away from farming and intends to escape as soon as he can.

Then war comes and changes everything. Tina is evacuated and Tess joins the Land Army. She means to be true to her boyfriend, Mike, but he is far away. Danny and Phil join the RAF, Danny to pilot bombers and Phil as navigator. They end up on the same airfield and fall in love with the same girl… But Phil has a secret which could end his chance of happiness, and Danny is the only person who knows what that secret is…
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‘And beyond the wild wood again?’ he asked. ‘Where
it’s all blue and dim, and one sees what may be hills …
or is it only cloud drift?’

Kenneth Grahame: The Wind in the Willows


Chapter One

July 1934

‘Tina Collins, what the devil do you think you’re doing? Oh, you’re a wicked girl … look at the state of you! When our mam sees you she’ll go raving mad. Come on, get up. It’s back indoors for you, my lady, and a good scrub wi’ soap and water.’

The small girl squatting on the cobbles in Blenheim Court raised round, innocent eyes to her sister’s face, then glanced wistfully down at the neat array of mud pies she had just made, to the detriment of her blue gingham dress. ‘I don’t see why you’re so cross, Tess; Mam said I could play out until it were time to leave and what’s wrong wi’ mud pies, anyway? And you swore, and you said I were wicked. Swearing’s a lot wickeder than mud pies.’

Tess sighed and jerked her small sister to her feet, then began to pull her back towards the house. In a way, she knew she was at least partly responsible for her sister’s state since she had been told to keep an eye on the younger girl. Indeed, when she had left Tina she had been sitting meekly on the step of No. 2 Blenheim Court, waiting for one of her cousins to emerge to play with her. It had simply not occurred to Tess that the kid might do anything as mucky as making mud pies, particularly since she was wearing the only decent cotton dress she possessed. But that was Tina all over, Tess told herself as she pushed open the kitchen door; she always did the unexpected. Their mother frequently said that Tina should have been a boy – how right she was! Still, that did not justify Tess’s nipping round to see her friend Sally, whose house was further up the court, to discuss the possibility of searching for a holiday job. She knew that Tina was a little monkey and could get up to all sorts of mischief when no eyes were upon her; she never should have tempted fate by leaving the smaller girl alone, even for a few minutes.

The kitchen was crowded with people, but by a great piece of good fortune no one took any notice of the sisters and Tess was able to give Tina a good clean down at the sink and to dry her on a handy tea towel. To be sure, Laura Collins did pause in the buttering and slicing of a loaf of bread to ask Tess why she was not already on her way to the city centre, but then she answered her own question. ‘Of course, you’ll be waiting for your cousins. They won’t be much longer, but why not go on ahead and wriggle your way to the front? King George and Queen Mary might not come to Liverpool again and I would like you to be able to say that you’d watched the king opening the longest underwater tunnel in the world.’

Tess, who hated being conspicuous, said that she would doubtless be able to see everything if she made her way into the enclosure reserved for schoolchildren, but this only made her mother laugh and rumple her smooth black hair affectionately. ‘Get along wi’ you,’ she said. ‘Look, I’m going to give you your carry-out because we’ll likely not find each other and you’ll want to have a bite to eat before the day’s over.’ She handed a small, greaseproof-wrapped parcel to Tess, then bent down to give another to Tina, but stopped short with a squawk of dismay. ‘Oh my God, wharrever have you been doing? And your dress is all wet down the front! Folk’ll think you’ve been playin’ mud pies!’

‘She has been playin’ mud pies,’ Tess said grimly. ‘But she’s pretty clean now, Mam, and it’s a warm day. Her dress’ll dry out before we reach the tunnel.’

‘Tale-clat, tale-clat,’ Tina muttered, as her sister towed her back towards the kitchen door, pushing cousins aside as she did so. ‘You swore! You never told our mam that you said a swear. And you never told Mam you’d gone off to see horrible old Sally, leaving me all by meself with nothing to do but make a few mud pies.’

Tess opened her mouth to respond pretty sharply, then closed it again and gave her little sister a hug instead. After all, Tina had a point, for Tess was eleven, old enough to control a child of five, and since the two of them would have to stick closer than glue all day it would be foolish to start off on the wrong foot. She admitted to herself that, though undoubtedly extremely naughty, her sister was neither wicked nor spiteful; she had not told their mother that Tess had abandoned her to go and visit Sally, for Tess appreciated that Tina’s mutter had been too low for Laura to hear.

She had tucked her own sandwiches into her skirt pocket and now, as a peace offering, took her sister’s packet and pushed that into her pocket as well. ‘I’ll carry your butties. Want a piggy-back?’ she asked. ‘I’m sorry I told on you; it were a mean thing to do. I say, look at the crowds!’

They had emerged from the court and turned right into Penrhyn Street to reach the Scottie, where they joined a great number of people, many of them children, all heading towards the city centre. Tess was a trifle daunted and hung back, though Tina would have pressed forward, but at that moment a voice hailed them and, turning to glance behind her, Tina saw four of her Moffat cousins hurrying towards them. The sisters stopped to let Bill, Fred, Annie and Emily catch up with them. ‘You should’ve bleedin’ well waited,’ Bill said breathlessly, giving Tess a punch on the shoulder, which was meant to be playful but made her give a squeak of protest. ‘You got your abnabs first ’cos you’re spoiled lickle brats, whereas us Moffats had to wait till the whole lot were done and wrapped.’ As he spoke, he pulled his packet of sandwiches out of his pocket, unwrapped them and folded back the bread to peer at the contents. ‘Eh up, guess wharr I’ve got? Cheese ’n’ pickle! Them’s me favourites. Much better’n perishin’ fish paste what we usually get for us carry-out.’

‘We never get fish paste ’cos if we did we wouldn’t eat it,’ Tina said, smugly, if untruthfully, for towards the end of the week they frequently found that their butties contained nothing but the merest smear of paste. ‘I wonder if we’ve got cheese ’n’ pickle too. Can we have a look, our Tess?’

‘Oh, you’ll have sliced ham or chicken,’ Bill said, rather thickly, for he had already started to eat his first sandwich. ‘Your mam can afford it ’cos she’s only got two kids, not seven like our mam.’

‘You’ve got Uncle Wally earnin’ as well as your mam, and your Ellen’s working, too,’ Tina said swiftly, always keen to join battle. ‘I bet that cheese is – is really chicken, but you just said cheese so’s we wouldn’t know,’ she added lamely.

‘Oh, shurrup, you two. Considerin’ we was all in the kitchen and watched Mam and Auntie Laura makin’ our butties between ’em, like on a factory line, even Bill must have known what was in ’em,’ Annie said. She was thirteen and already looking forward to leaving school, as her elder sister Ellen had done. Ellen was working in the jam factory and Annie planned to join her there. The remaining Moffats ranged in age from Bill, who was twelve, down to Cyril, who was the same age as Tina.

‘Where’s the others?’ Tina asked suddenly. ‘Where’s me pal Cyril?’

‘He’s comin’ wi’ Mam and Dad,’ Bill said briefly. ‘I don’t think they realised the crowds ’ud be so huge ’cos they said to meet up on Dale Street – unless we got a place in the front, of course.’ He grinned down at his young cousin. ‘I know what you littl’uns are for wriggling through a crowd; no doubt you and Tess will have your noses pressed against the king’s knees by the time Dad and our mams arrive.’

‘I’m not little,’ Tess said indignantly, although she knew that compared to Bill she really was quite small.

In the event, he was not far out. Tina thought nothing of forcing her way through the crowd which had already gathered and she was so small that people smiled and moved aside to let her through. Since she was clutching firmly on to Tess all the while, they both ended up right at the front. As they took their places, Tina jerked at her sister’s arm. ‘Can I have me butties now? I’m fair starved ’cos I were too excited to eat me breakfast. Aw, c’mon, Tess, it don’t matter when we eat ’em. Mam never said we’d got to wait till the king came.’ Tess looked rather guiltily behind her at the people who must have waited for hours, then produced the sandwiches and they both began to eat. They had finished and were turning their attention back to the scene before them when Tina gave a squeak of joy. ‘Look, Tess, there’s Dulcie from your class at the old school on Heyworth Street. Give her a shout and maybe she’ll come over to us.’

Tess shouted but her voice could not penetrate the noise the excited crowd was making, so in the end it was simpler to make their way along against the ropes which separated the crowd from the roadway until they ended up, breathless but triumphant, next to Dulcie. She seemed pleased to see them and gave both sisters a broad grin. ‘We’ve missed you ever so much, me and the rest of the class,’ she said. ‘Me mam said you must have left because your mam had lost her job in the pickle factory. But why didn’t you tell anyone you was goin’?’

‘We didn’t know. Mam paid the last week’s rent and then Auntie Millie – she’s Mam’s sister – asked us to move into Blenheim Court. It’s just off the Scottie and there’s heaps of shops there, and offices and little factories. Only this bleedin’ Depression means wages have gone awful low so there’s no tellin’ how long we’ll be wi’ the Moffats.’ Hearing her sister swear made Tina draw in her breath sharply, but Dulcie did not seem at all surprised; it was school-talk, Tess told herself a trifle guiltily, and hoped that her small sister would not repeat the word later.

‘There’s heaps of shops and that on Heyworth Street though,’ Dulcie pointed out, ignoring the swear word as Tess had guessed she would. ‘My mam always says there’s nothing you can’t get on Heyworth, from fresh fish to pet guinea pigs. Couldn’t your mam try for work up there? Then you could come back to school and we could all be comfortable again.’

Tess sighed. They had been with the Moffats three months but she was still desperately homesick for Everton, where she had been born and brought up, and knew her mother felt the same. But she was beginning to understand quite a lot about earning one’s living. Ever since their father had died, Mam had had a struggle, but it had been not only the sudden loss of her job at the factory that had made a move necessary but the increase in the rent of their flat over the pet shop. Mr Papworth, who owned the shop, wanted to move into the flat himself and must have known that if he increased the rent Laura Collins would be forced to take her family elsewhere. He had been right, of course, and had it not been for the Moffats’ kindness life would have been black indeed for the three Collinses. However, Tess did not mean to explain all this to Dulcie and merely said that her mam had a new job now, further along the Scotland Road. She did not add that it was a cleaning job in a big block of offices, but explained that living in Blenheim Court meant that her mother could walk to and from work, and even more important, perhaps, had no need to hurry home to give an eye to herself and Tina, since there was always a Moffat around to see that they did not get into trouble.

Dulcie, pouting a little, was beginning to say that surely Tess could look after her sister without help, when there was a commotion as folk began to turn towards the roadway and the cheering started. Immediately Dulcie’s questioning ceased and she produced a tiny Union Jack from somewhere about her person, beginning to wave it enthusiastically and cheering at the top of her voice. The children watched, intrigued, as the royal party got out of the cars and mounted the steps on to the dais, though Tina tugged at her sister’s arm. ‘Which one’s the bleedin’ queen?’ she demanded urgently. ‘I reckon it’s the pretty one in the pink hat. Course, I know who the king is; he’s the one with the little beard.’

Tess, who was not too sure herself which of the beautifully dressed ladies was Queen Mary, was beginning to answer when Dulcie cut across her words. ‘You little silly, don’t you know nothing?’ she demanded. ‘The queen’s the one in pale blue with a white fur wrap round her shoulders. I love the royal family, I do. I collect pictures from newspapers and magazines, cigarette cards … oh, all sorts. Me favourites are the little princesses – you know, the Duke of York’s kids.’

Tess remembered hearing in school about the two princesses but had no idea whose children they were or what they looked like. However, before she could admit as much, the king stepped forward to the microphone and began to speak. Immediately, everyone fell silent, but as soon as she could do so Tina pulled her sister’s head down to her own level. ‘This is borin’,’ she whispered. ‘We’ve seen ’em now, Tess. Can’t we go back home? We could take Dulcie because the court’s a real good place to play ’cos of there being no traffic. Oh, c’mon, do. I thought they’d be wearin’ robes and crowns and golden jewellery, but they’s just two old people and I’m bored.’

Privately, Tess agreed completely with her small sister; she thought that Queen Mary might at least have dressed a little more royally but felt she could scarcely say so. Instead, she told Tina in a hissing whisper that the speech would soon come to an end, and once this happened the crowds would disperse and Dulcie could accompany them back to the court.

Almost as she spoke, the king stepped back from the microphone and the brass band began to play. The cars edged forward towards the steps, doors were flung open, the royal party climbed into their vehicles once more, and to the sound of cheering which quite eclipsed the music of the band the royal procession disappeared into the Mersey Tunnel.

The crowd began to disperse, though not as quickly as Tess had hoped, and greatly to her surprise, Dulcie agreed to return to Blenheim Court with them. Tess thought that this was probably because she had offered to let Dulcie share their tea, for it was an uphill walk back to Everton, and by the time she reached her home Dulcie would have been hungry. Furthermore, Aunt Millie was an easy-going soul and had made a great pile of butties in addition to those she had given the children, guessing that they would return ravenous after such an exciting day. Tess knew some parents would not have welcomed an extra mouth to feed, but Aunt Millie had prepared enough food for an army and anyway she never minded when her kids, or her nieces, brought in a pal now and then.

All the way back to Blenheim Court Dulcie talked about the royal family, and Tess had to acknowledge that the other girl seemed to know a great deal. It was strange, because three months earlier, when the Collinses had lived above the pet shop, Dulcie had never so much as mentioned the royal family, but when Tess remarked on this Dulcie explained that she had been given a book about the little princesses, and this had fuelled her enthusiasm. Tess thought wistfully how she would have enjoyed sharing Dulcie’s absorption, for the girls had been good friends even though Dulcie lived in Desmond Street, a good way from the pet shop. Because Heyworth Street was so busy, however, Tess and Tina had usually played on the recreation ground down Mere Lane, which was a meeting place for most of the kids from the area.

The children waited until the crowd began to thin out, then turned their footsteps towards Scotland Road and the court. Dulcie, pleased with Tess’s interest in her new hobby, began to chatter, linking her arm in Tess’s and taking Tina by the hand. ‘… and one of these days I’m goin’ to gerron a train and go to London, to see Buck’n’ham Palace, and when I’m real old I’ll go to Scotland … can’t remember the name o’ the place … oh yes, Balmoral; I’ll go and see Balmoral, where the Duchess of York lived when she were just plain Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. But most of all, I want to see them princesses for meself. Elizabeth – she’s the older one what’s her granddad’s favourite – she’s eight, and Margaret Rose, she’s four.’

Tina, who had been thoroughly bored by the whole conversation at first, tugged at her sister’s arm. ‘I didn’t know there were a princess what were younger than me,’ she said excitedly. ‘I bet she wears a golden crown; I would if I were a princess.’

‘I would like to see ’em too,’ Tess acknowledged, turning to Dulcie. ‘My mam very nearly called our Tina Elizabeth; I never thought before but I reckon it were because of the princess. Only in the end they called her Tina, after our great-grandmother.’

Dulcie stared at Tina. ‘When’s your birthday?’ she asked abruptly. ‘It ’ud be odd if …’

‘Twenty-first of April,’ Tina said at once. ‘That’s why Mammy thought she’d name me after the princess, ’cos it’s her birthday on the twenty-first too!’ If there was one thing no child ever forgot, it was his or her birthday. ‘And Tess here is at the end of April. Mammy calls us her spring lambs.’

Spring 1935

It was a fine morning with the wind blowing off the Mersey, bringing with it a salty tang which made Laura Collins think wistfully of the seaside. In the old days, before her husband, Alf, had died, they had taken Tess to New Brighton on many a pleasant day, and they had planned to take the new baby once she was old enough to enjoy the treat. But Alf had been taken ill within weeks of the baby’s birth – lung disease the doctor called it – and had died before Tina was twelve months old. That had put a stop to outings for it had taken Laura all her time and energy to feed and clothe her children, and to pay the rent; trips to New Brighton had been out of the question.

Laura reminded herself how good Millie had been to take her in, and as she walked briskly along the Scotland Road she felt guilty because she had not wanted to admit to Millie where she was going that day. She had said, truthfully, that she meant to buy Tess a birthday present, for her daughter would be twelve in a few days’ time. What she had not said was that she was going up to Everton to see whether anyone had a room for a reasonable rent. The truth was that she was growing increasingly dismayed by the behaviour of her daughters, and she knew that the overcrowding of the small house in Blenheim Court was beginning to get all of them down. Millie, and her fat, good-natured husband Walter, seemed to take the difficulties of cramming so many people into No. 2 in their stride, but it made things so awkward! The kitchen was large but even so it was not possible for everyone to sit down to a meal at the same time. Walter’s mother, Granny Moffat, and his Aunt Hilda had recently moved into the parlour since the old ladies could no longer look after themselves and were terrified that they might be sent to the workhouse. And then this very morning Millie had told her sister, almost casually, that she was expecting another baby. ‘Our Ellen telled me off good an’ proper and said she’d move out as soon as she could ’cos the house were already crackin’ at the seams, but I doubt she’ll go. She can’t afford a place of her own any more’n you can, Laura, me love. Besides, as I telled her, babies don’t eat much, nor they don’t take up much space. We’ll manage fine, I telled her, and so we shall.’

But to Laura, the advent of yet another soul seemed like the last straw. She had felt guilty anyway because she had not bothered to search for either a better paid job or cheap accommodation throughout the long, cold winter. Now spring had come and she was going to do her best to find a room – and a room back in Everton, what’s more. At the school Tess had attended on Heyworth Street she had made a number of friends and had been truly happy, but she had never really fitted into the school near Blenheim Court. And Everton was still home so far as the Collinses were concerned. Laura’s mother had always said it was a village which happened to have become a part of Liverpool without ever losing its village identity, and it was this, most of all, that Laura and the children missed. You couldn’t walk up Heyworth Street on a Monday morning without knowing almost everyone you met, and although Everton children congregated on the recreation ground and not outside their own front doors, Laura thought it was much healthier to play on green grass and in the fresh air. After all, the sun hardly ever penetrated the courts, even in high summer, whereas the Mere Lane playing field was open to the elements. However, she had not said a word of this to Millie because she did not want to hurt her sister, and she tried to forget that the previous day, when Laura had reprimanded Tina for ‘unladylike language’, Millie had said, robustly: ‘Wharraload o’ nonsense, our Laura! No harm in young ’uns talkin’ a bit rough; mine do it all the time but that don’t mean to say they’re not decent kids.’

Laura had backed down, naturally, but she had felt guilty and had known, in that moment, that she and the girls would have to move out. She could not have her sister undermining what she and Alf had tried to do, and what she now struggled to do alone, which was to bring the girls up to be respectable. Furthermore, whilst in Heyworth Street, she had always seen that Tess attended school daily, but Tina was a different kettle of fish. Laura knew that Tess accompanied Tina to the gate of the primary school every weekday morning, but she was equally sure that her small daughter had got into the habit of sagging off whenever her cousin Cyril persuaded her to do so. Laura had always stressed the importance of education – though never in front of Millie – but knew that her sister had been a poor attender herself; knew also that the Moffats went to school when they felt like it, and dodged the Attendance Officer when they did not.

I should have done more and I should have done it earlier, Laura told herself as she made her way into Juvenal Street. The truth is, I don’t think I really expected Alf to die, and when it happened the shock took all the stuffing out of me. Then I got the job in the pickle factory and began to pull myself together, until the boss decided school-leavers could do the work for half the wages and Mr Papworth kicked us out of the flat, and I seized Millie’s offer like a lifebelt thrown to a drowning man. I simply clung on, let the water roll over me and depended on poor Millie to keep me afloat. I never meant to be here for more than a few weeks but somehow time passed and doing nothing seemed the easiest course. Lord, it’s five years since my darling Alf went and just about a year since I moved in with Millie and Walter. Then she smiled to herself. I don’t know why I didn’t tell Millie what I was going to do today because the poor love must be as keen to get rid of us as I am to go – she’s a darling, but she’s only human after all.

Laura was a quick walker and was soon turning on to Netherfield Road, glancing around her with satisfaction as she did so. This was familiar and much loved territory. She passed George Lunt’s and was tempted to go inside and ask the price of the beautifully iced birthday cake in the window, but decided against it; Lunt’s was a big shop with branches all over the city and would charge accordingly, but the baker on Heyworth Street was in a smaller way of business and had known her all her life. If she explained that Tess would be twelve years old in a few days’ time, she was sure he would price a cake according to her ability to pay. She passed the hairdresser and waved at a customer waiting her turn. She reached John Hunt’s bookshop on the corner of Anthony Street and went inside, for she and Mr Hunt were old friends. When Alf had been confined to bed, reading had been his greatest solace and Mr Hunt had agreed to sell her books for a very fair price and to buy them back for a penny or two less when Alf had finished with them. Right now, he was dusting a number of books which he must have recently purchased, and beamed all over his face when he recognised his customer. ‘Mrs Collins! Well now, what a treat! Gossip being what it is, I was told you’d moved away but that you meant to come back as soon as you could. Have you had any luck in your search for employment? This wretched Depression has hit Liverpool pretty hard. I expect you know that the pickle factory is laying off workers?’

‘No, I didn’t know and I’m really sorry,’ Laura said sincerely. She liked her boss and had understood his dilemma when faced with falling orders for pickles. It had been only sensible to get rid of his better paid employees and to take on youngsters, since the fact that the girls would produce less did not matter when orders were down.

‘Yes; Mr Roberts is a good employer and hates seeing his business dwindle,’ Mr Hunt acknowledged. ‘Now what can I do for you today, my dear?’

‘I’d like a nice book, in good condition, suitable for Tess who’s almost twelve years old; in fact, it’ll be a birthday present,’ Laura said. ‘I mean to buy her a scrapbook too, because ever since the tunnel opening last year she’s been very interested in the royal family, particularly the Duchess of York’s little girls, and she wants to keep all her cuttings and picture postcards together, but as you know, Tess takes after her father. Reading is her passion.’

‘Twelve years old, twelve years old,’ Mr Hunt murmured, walking over to a section labelled Children’s Books. He selected half a dozen and laid them on the counter. ‘These are all suitable, but my personal choice would be either Little Women, by Louisa M. Alcott, or The Railway Children by E. Nesbit.’

Laura examined all the books carefully, though she put Little Women to one side, reminding Mr Hunt that she had bought a copy from him the previous year. Finally, she took his advice and went for the E. Nesbit, having surreptitiously checked in the front that it was reasonably priced. Mr Hunt beamed at her, took her money and wrapped the book in a piece of brown paper, then fastened it with some string. Laura thanked him and turned to leave the shop, remarking as she did so that she had a great deal to do, for she was hoping to find not only employment, but also a room to rent. Then, when her hand was actually on the doorknob, Mr Hunt called her back, indicating a pile of periodicals to the left of the door. ‘If you care to look at those copies of the Illustrated News and Woman’s Magazine, you might find something – photographs or articles – about the little princesses,’ he said. ‘Take anything that you think might interest your daughter and tell her it’s a birthday present from Mr Hunt.’

‘Why, thank you. It’s awfully good of you, Mr Hunt,’ Laura said gratefully, and presently selected two magazines, both of which contained photographs of the princesses. ‘Tess will be made up when she sees these. I must remember to tell her to pop in and thank you herself. She’s a good girl and loves books, as you know; when we lived in the area she often spent at least one of her Saturday pennies in here and I’m sure she will do so again if we manage to find accommodation in this area.’

Laura picked up her parcels and left the shop, popped into the stationers and bought a large scrapbook, then strode up St George’s Hill and turned into Cochrane Street, looking wistfully at the house in which she and Alf had been so happy. And then she was on Heyworth Street and, as she had anticipated, was soon the centre of a small group of friends and one-time neighbours who were doing their shopping, and were delighted to see her.

After telling everyone why she was back on Heyworth Street she went on her way and was presently hailed by someone coming up behind her. She stopped at once and turning to the speaker was delighted to see Ena Platt, who had worked on the bench beside her at the pickle factory and had been laid off at the same time as Laura. ‘Why, Ena, it’s grand to see you,’ she said joyfully, for she and Ena had been good friends. Laura knew that Ena now had a job in a factory down by the docks and wondered if there was a vacancy there, though the work was said to be extremely hard. She opened her mouth to ask how Ena was getting on, but Ena was plainly bursting with news of her own and started to gabble as soon as greetings had been exchanged.

‘Oh, queen, wharra bit of luck! I were plannin’ to come round to Blenheim Court this very evening, but then I thought mebbe it wouldn’t be tactful since you’re livin’ wi’ your sister and mebbe happy in wharrever job you’ve got yourself. Only as I were comin’ up the road I met Mrs Hibbert, what used to be your next-door neighbour, and she telled me she’d just seen you and you was after work in Everton again, and somewhere to live, o’course.’

‘That’s true; I am hoping to make a move,’ Laura said, rather cautiously.

‘Do you remember my Tom’s cousin Arthur, what owns Mitchell’s greengrocery shop on Heyworth?’ Ena asked. ‘And do you remember the cobbler’s next door? Well, it seems that Mr Threadgold, the man what owned the cobbler’s, has retired, so he told Arthur he were puttin’ his premises up for sale. It ain’t huge but then he weren’t askin’ much for it and Arthur decided to take it on because his own place is doin’ pretty well. I dunno what he means to sell but I don’t think it can be just greengroceries else he could knock a hole in the wall and mek it into one. Any road, he come round to visit us last night and telled me he were lookin’ for someone to manage his new premises, someone he could trust, and were I interested.’

‘I say, queen! I guess it ’ud be a much better job than the one you’ve got at the cotton works,’ Laura said enviously, but before she could go on Ena shook her head.

‘No, there’s one very big snag so far as I’m concerned. Arthur wants whoever takes the job to live in the flat above the shop and it’s tiny, only two rooms.’ She chuckled. ‘Not much use for us Platts but I reckon it ’ud just suit you and the girls. The only entrance to the flat is through the shop, which was grand for Mr Threadgold, but it wouldn’t do, Arthur says, for anyone who weren’t connected with the business, so whoever gets the job must live in the flat. But look, can you get round to Mitchell’s right away? I can’t give you no more details but Arthur will fill you in, then you can decide whether you’re interested or not. Only if I was you, I’d jump at it. He’s a nice feller is Arthur, and would treat you right.’

‘Ena, you’re a real pal,’ Laura said sincerely. ‘But I wonder what rent he’s asking for the flat? Still an’ all, I’ll soon find out, and if I get it – the job and the flat, I mean – I’ll treat you to the biggest dinner you can eat at Lyons Corner House!’

Ena laughed and gave her an affectionate shove. ‘Go on wi’ you, and hurry yourself! Arthur means to put an advertisement in the Echo but I know for a fact he ain’t done it yet.’

‘Thanks, Ena. Are you going to walk up with me so as you can explain how I know about the job and how trustworthy I am?’ Laura said hopefully, but Ena shook her head.

‘Can’t do that, queen; I were on me way to get me messages when Mrs Hibbert stopped me. Tell you what, though. I don’t reckon you’ll be above an hour wi’ me brother-in-law, so what say we meet up at the Kardomah Café on Bold Street for a nice cup of tea and a bun while you tell me what’s happened? Only I’ve got to go to Bold Street ’cos that’s where me hairdresser, William Kerr, is. I had a marcel wave a fortnight back and they allus say it’ll go frizzy if you don’t return to the salon to have it set. Shall we say eleven o’clock? Me appointment’s for ten which is why I can’t come wi’ you to Mitchell’s.’

‘Right; eleven o’clock it is, in the Kardomah,’ Laura said gaily. What a bit of luck! But she had best not start counting her chickens before they were hatched. Nevertheless, as she hurried along the pavement in the bright spring sunshine, she thought how fortunate it was that she had almost always bought her fruit and vegetables from Mitchell’s. She had been a good customer, and had liked Mr Mitchell and his handsome golden-haired wife, though Mrs Mitchell had stopped serving in the shop some years earlier.

Because it was early still, Mr Mitchell was only just beginning to load his pavement trestles with a tempting array of fresh fruit as she approached the shop, and for a moment she wondered, rather doubtfully, if he would remember her. Indeed, when she followed him into the shop his first reaction was to ask if he could help her, but then recognition – and a big smile – dawned on his face at the same moment. ‘Mrs Collins, how nice to see you! Can I take it that you’ve returned to Everton? And how are the little girls?’ He selected a couple of rosy apples, popped them into a brown paper bag and handed them across the counter. ‘For the children,’ he said. ‘And now what may I get you?’

Laura felt her face grow hot and hoped that her cheeks were not now the colour of the apples he had just selected. ‘I’m afraid I’m not a customer just yet, Mr Mitchell,’ she said apologetically. ‘I’ve come because I met Ena Platt ten minutes ago and she told me you were looking for someone to act as manageress in a new shop you’d just purchased; the one next door, in fact. I know you’ve not advertised the position yet, but I’d like to apply.’

Mr Mitchell had a round face, thick brown hair streaked at the temples with grey, and an enormous walrus moustache. When he smiled, he showed a number of large white teeth and his moustache sprang up in a manner both comical and friendly, Laura thought. ‘Well, this is a pleasant surprise,’ he said jovially. He half turned and shouted: ‘William!’ and presently a tall, skinny boy with a cowlick of toffee-coloured hair and a very prominent Adam’s apple came into the shop from the back regions, hefting a sack of potatoes.

The boy dumped the sack on the floor and said, in a rather injured tone: ‘I were just comin’, Mr Mitchell, sir, only these blamed spuds weigh a ton, so they does.’

‘It’s all right, William, there’s no hurry; I just want you to give an eye to the shop while this lady and meself have a chat,’ Mr Mitchell said, reaching behind him to take a brown overall down from a hook. ‘Pop this on, there’s a good lad, and when young Wilf comes in tell him to give you a hand in the shop, ’cos our business may take a while.’

It was well after eleven o’clock by the time Laura reached Bold Street, though she had run most of the way and was breathless and clutching a stitch in her side by the time the Kardomah came in view. She would not have been surprised had Ena given up and left, but her friend was still there and beamed at her as she collapsed into a chair at the window table Ena had chosen.

‘I were late meself,’ Ena said. ‘I’ve ordered a pot of tea for two and buttered scones … and by the look on your face, queen, I could ha’ made it chocolate éclairs, as a celebration, like, ’cos I reckon you’ve got the job.’

‘Yes; we’ve agreed that I’ll give me present employer notice at the end of the week and start at Mitchell’s in a month … only it’s a bit more complicated than either of us thought,’ Laura said. ‘And I’m gaspin’ for a cuppa … ah, here comes the waitress. I’ll tell you everything when she’s gone.’ And presently, with the tea and scones before them, she was as good as her word. ‘Mr Mitchell took me all over the shop he’s just bought – Mr Threadgold has let him have the keys – and was very fair, I thought. The rooms upstairs are not large and there’s no water laid on in the flat, though the big downstairs room which leads off from the shop has it all right. The thing is, Ena, that you were right in thinking your brother-in-law doesn’t mean to sell greengroceries from his new premises, and when I asked him what he did mean to sell, he told me to guess. He said it was something Heyworth Street needed, but even so I couldn’t think what it was he meant. I guessed hats, hardware, drapery, fish, sweeties for the children, and in the end I had to give up. But of course I should have guessed first go off, because of you and me meeting on Bold Street.’

‘But there’s plenty of hairdressers on Heyworth Street,’ Ena was beginning, and then she gasped. ‘Oh, Laura, don’t say he means to start up a tea room! But no, it couldn’t be that, because you’d need a kitchen and all sorts of other things like tables and chairs and a big oven …’

‘Well, you’re right. He does mean to start a café. He said it struck him years ago that it would be nice for local people if there was somewhere they could meet for a cup of coffee or a light lunch when they were getting their messages. He said he first thought of it because, on a Saturday, when the women are buying a whole week’s greengroceries, the shop’s full of customers simply waiting while the staff are weighing out their goods. If there was a nice little café next door, he could send them in there whilst their orders were made up.’

‘But if the shop is full of people waiting, why can’t they just leave their orders so Arthur’s son, Michael, can deliver them?’ Ena asked. ‘I know the young feller does a deal of delivering already, ’specially on a Saturday.’ She chuckled. ‘His dad pays him to do it an’ I know young Mike thinks it’s a grand way of earning some pocket money,’ she ended.

‘Young Mike isn’t magic; he can’t get round to everyone at once,’ Laura explained. ‘And the more Mr Mitchell thought about it, the more he fancied branching out, doing something different. Oh, and by the way, I put me perishin’ foot in it with a vengeance … I asked him why his wife wasn’t interested in managing the café …’

Ena gasped. ‘Oh, ’eck, what a fool I am! But I thought you knew! Arthur’s wife ran off with a sailor several years ago, and he and the boy have soldiered on alone ever since.’

‘I know now, ’cos he told me,’ Laura said rather reproachfully. ‘Mind, he didn’t seem at all embarrassed, and since it was ages ago I suppose he’s got used to the idea. But anyway, we talked about wages and conditions, and he explained that he didn’t mean to charge us rent for the flat and that he wanted me to move in at once so that I could supervise the workmen who will be turning that storeroom at the back into a proper kitchen. He was ever so kind, Ena. I said I’d keep my job on until the place was up and running but he said that weren’t necessary; he’d pay me the wage we had agreed from the moment we moved in, which is awful good of him because he won’t have any money coming in until the place is all set up.’

Ena leaned across the table and gave Laura a smacking kiss on the cheek. ‘You haven’t said you’ve took the job but it’s clear as daylight that you told him yes,’ she said exuberantly. ‘Oh, Laura, I’m that glad for you. And if you need a hand moving your stuff, then me and Tom and the kids will be round at Blenheim Court wi’ a couple of handcarts as soon as you say the word.’

Laura thanked her but admitted that their removal would not involve even one handcart, let alone two. ‘The truth is, queen, that I sold up completely when we left the flat over the pet shop,’ she told her friend. ‘There weren’t no room at Millie’s for so much as an extra chair, and I needed every penny I could get while I searched for work, so the little flat will be pretty empty. We’re lucky in one way, though; Mr Threadgold left an old brass bedstead with a feather mattress in the back room, so me and the girls can kip down on that until I’ve saved up enough money to buy a few sticks of me own.’

Ena laughed. ‘Tell you what, we’ve got an old paraffin stove what we only use in the winter; I’ll lend you that so you’ve something to cook your breakfast porridge on. And I’m sure others will come up with bits and pieces. And now I’d best be going ’cos I’ve not done me messages yet and I’ve a list as long as me arm.’

The two women paid and left the café, heading in different directions. Laura, smiling to herself, thought that she had better buy a couple of saucepans, otherwise making porridge would be an impossibility, let alone anything more complicated. But at least she would be cooking for the three of them and not hovering guiltily around Millie whilst her sister used bought bread, tinned vegetables and anything else which was cheap and easy to feed her extended family. Poor Millie! She was now having to cater for the two old ladies as well as for her husband and children and Grandma Moffat had a weak digestion – or so she claimed – and could only eat very soft foods. Still, it ought to mean that Millie would welcome her news, Laura told herself hopefully, turning her footsteps towards Blenheim Court. And Tess and Tina would be tickled pink, for though Everton and their old haunts were within walking distance, she knew that neither child had ever gone back to their old stamping ground. Somehow they would have felt like intruders. But when they moved they would return to their old school, play with their old friends and become a part of Everton life once more.

Smiling to herself, Laura pictured her daughters’ faces when she imparted her wonderful news. Despite the fact that they were sisters, they looked completely different. Tess was skinny, with black hair, straight as rain, just like her father’s, and her dark blue eyes were fringed with long, black lashes. She had an appealing smile but was, on the whole, a serious child, though Laura thought that this was more because of her responsibilities than from any inbuilt lack of joy. Tina, on the other hand, was sturdily built with curly light brown hair, hazel eyes, and a round dimpled little face. Her cheeks were rosy and there was a wicked twinkle in her eyes. But they’re both darlings, Laura told herself as she turned into Byrom Street, because though I won’t deny that Tina is a handful Tess manages her very well, and they do their best to help me and to stay cheerful, no matter how hard things get. It’ll be strange for them at first, with just the three of us in the flat, but at least I shan’t have to look round for someone to give an eye to them during school holidays, because I’ll always be on the spot. And there’ll be a ready-made job for Tess in a couple of years’ time, either in the kitchen or, more probably, waitressing. Yes, the more I think of it, the more I realise that my new job will be ideal, though I’m sure the girls will miss their cousins at first. Still, I know very well that Cyril has often led Tina into mischief, so it’s as well to part them before my little girl gets completely out of hand. And Laura, hurrying as she neared the Scottie, began to sing beneath her breath; something she had not done for a long while.

‘Come along, young Tina; it’s your turn. And remember the stone must go into the first square but your foot mustn’t.’

Tess and Tina had been sitting on the step of their aunt’s house, waiting for their turn on the hopscotch pitch and discussing their favourite subject, which was the life of the two little princesses. Tina loved to pretend that she was Margaret Rose, but now she stood up and went over to where her cousin Annie was impatiently holding out the flat stone that they used for hopscotch. Tess saw her little sister straighten the imaginary crown on top of her head before throwing the stone carefully into the first square. The child gave a prodigious hop to clear the square, skidded, teetered for a moment, and then put her right foot as well as her left down, disqualifying herself. Tess sighed, expecting her to argue when Annie shouted ‘Next’, but for once Tina took her dismissal meekly, though when Annie turned away she pulled a face, crossing her eyes and sticking her tongue out as far as it would go. Tess guessed that this was because she thought hopscotch was a game far beneath the dignity of a royal princess, and preferred to return to her perch on the step so that she and Tess could continue their conversation. At least face-pulling wasn’t too bad by Tina’s usual standards, so Tess pretended to notice nothing.

‘Phew!’ Tina said, trotting over to her sister and carefully dusting the step before sitting down once more. ‘Look, Tess, if we was to borrow next door’s stirring cart, you could pretend to be one of those beautiful ponies what pull the royal carriage and I’d be Princess Margaret Rose, waving to the crowd on me way back home after a trip out.’

Tess smiled but shook her head. There must have been twenty children, of all ages and sizes, playing in the court, and she could just imagine the hoots of derision and rude remarks which would result if they played what most of the other kids would consider a sissy and snobby game. What was more, by pulling the cart round the court she would interfere with a game of footie, the hopscotch pitch, and a number of girls who were skipping to the well-known chant of A house to let, Apply within, Next-door neighbour carry on. She was opening her mouth to explain this to Tina when her mother appeared, hurrying into the court under the big stone arch, actually running, like a young girl. Tess’s mouth dropped open; Mam was always so busy, so anxious, but right now she was smiling broadly. Her hair, which was curly like Tina’s only very much darker, had not been pulled back as it usually was for work, and Tess remembered that it was her mother’s day off, so she had chosen to wear her hair loose for a change. But it was plain that something really nice must have happened for Laura’s large, velvet brown eyes were shining with excitement, and as soon as she reached them she sat down heavily on the step of No. 2 regardless of her best coat, and hugged them hard.

‘Oh, my little loves, you’ll never guess what’s happened this morning,’ she said, her voice rising. ‘I’m so excited and so happy! Just wait till I tell you!’

‘Mammy, I’m the Princess Margaret Rose, and you don’t go squeezin’ princesses, nor rumplin’ their curls, nor makin’ them sit down on dusty old doorsteps,’ Tina said reproachfully. ‘I bet you’ve knocked me crown all askew.’ She put a hand up to her head, then gave a squeal of dismay. ‘Oh, Mammy, you’ve knocked me bleedin’ crown clear off. Now what’ll I do?’

Tess waited for an eruption, for her mother hated to hear them swear, but instead Laura merely looked startled. ‘Crown? What crown?’ she asked. ‘I didn’t see no crown, queen.’

Tess gave a snort of amusement. ‘You know what Tina is, Mam. It weren’t a real crown, not even a paper one; it were just in her head, like.’

This remark made her mother giggle. ‘In her head, not on her head,’ she said, then gave Tess a smacking kiss on the cheek before standing up and pulling both girls to their feet. ‘Sorry about the crown, Tina, me love, but I’m so excited I never gave a thought to wharrever it was you were playing. I’ve got news for you, only I guess we’d better go indoors and find Aunt Millie, so I only have to tell my story once.’

As she spoke, she turned to go into her sister’s house, but Tess said imploringly: ‘Oh, Mam, tell us first! I know it’s good news, so is it cakes for tea, or a trip to New Brighton? And it’s my birthday quite soon – is it a party for all me friends?’

‘No, it’s better than all those things.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’ve got a job in a shop on Heyworth Street and it includes a little flat above it. Oh, girls, I’m just so excited! You’ll be able to go back to your old school, Tess, and of course Tina will go there too. It’s right handy … and it will be grand to have a place of our own again. We shan’t have much furniture at first, but I’ll gradually buy some bits and pieces – second hand of course, from Paddy’s Market – and Mr Mitchell says I can take the pair of you round any time, so you can see the flat for yourselves.’

‘Oh, Mam, that’s just so wonderful,’ Tess breathed, feeling warmth rush into her cheeks. That very morning, she and Grandma Moffat had fallen out and poor Tess, who had been doing her best to carry a heavy tray through to the parlour for the two old ladies, had received a shouting at and a clack round the ear which had made her head ring. The slap had been delivered because she had not knocked on the door before entering the room; but how could I, Tess thought now, aggrieved, when both me hands were occupied with the tray? I did give the door a kick but Grandma Moffat didn’t hear it – me plimsolls don’t make much noise – and when she slapped me and the tea rocked out of the mug she told Aunt Millie that she had been cross because of the spilt tea, and never mentioned me not knocking. Tess had been dreading her next encounter with the old lady but now, she thought, she could put up with all sorts, knowing that escape was at hand.

She knew what had really annoyed Grandma Moffat was the fact that the old woman had been standing in the middle of the room in her long, lace-fringed drawers, pulling one of her many petticoats down over her head. Usually, her breakfast tray was delivered by one of the older cousins. It appeared that she did not mind them seeing her in her underwear, but for some inexplicable reason – inexplicable to Tess, that was – she had felt foolish being caught out by a younger child and one, furthermore, who was not related to her.

Now, however, Tess dismissed all thoughts of Grandma Moffat. They were passing the parlour door and entering the kitchen, where Aunt Millie was carefully pouring tea from the big brown pot into three enamelled mugs, one for herself, no doubt, and one each for the old ladies now firmly ensconced in the parlour. She looked up as the Collinses entered and pulled a face at her sister. ‘You look flushed, queen. If you’re goin’ to say our gran had no right to give poor little Tess a clack round the ear, then I know it, and I telled her so …’ she was beginning, but Laura broke in.

‘Millie, me daughter’s not said a word because she’s been brought up not to be a tale-clat,’ she said quickly. ‘No, it’s nothing like that. I’ve some news for you – and I think you’ll be pleased for me if you’ll listen just for a minute … oh, and since you’re making tea, I’d be glad of a cup. I’ve run most o’ the way back from Paddy’s Market and I’m dry as a perishin’ desert.’

‘News?’ Millie stood down the teapot and stared across at her sister. ‘Go on then, spill the beans!’

The story was soon told and, much to Laura’s relief, Millie was as pleased as could be. In fact, she asked if she might accompany the Collinses when they visited Heyworth Street. So it was a party of four which set out the next day. Mr Mitchell handed over the keys and Laura conducted them in through the front door. The shop was a fair size but the room at the back was even larger. ‘Mr Mitchell and I think we’ll get the builders to move the partition wall back about six feet – it’s only flimsy, it’s made of wood – and that will make the café quite a bit larger.’

Millie nodded. ‘It’ll make the kitchen smaller though,’ she pointed out. ‘But it’s still a pretty big room, mind. Eh, our Laura, I reckon you’ve landed on your feet, ’cos you’re a grand cook – but does Mr Mitchell expect you to do all the cooking for the café yourself?’

‘We’re going to take it very slowly at first, and buy in bread, cakes and such from the bakery up the road,’ Laura said, throwing open the back door to reveal a tiny yard with a privy at the end, and a linen line which stretched from the house to the old brick wall that bounded the property. ‘There’s a jigger along the back – see the green-painted wooden door? – but it’s only wide enough for bicycles, so I don’t think I’ll be taking deliveries through there. That means that the kids will have the yard and the jigger to play in. Heyworth Street is too busy to be safe for games.’

‘Aye, you’re right there. I know the courts ain’t the best place so far as the houses is concerned, them mostly being back-to-backs,’ Millie admitted, ‘but there’s no through traffic, so the kids can play in them and be safe as houses.’ She turned to the children. ‘Well? What do you think so far?’

‘It’s grand,’ Tess breathed. ‘Is that privy just for us? And wharrabout a water tap? Is there a water tap?’

‘Didn’t you see it, you stupid girl?’ Tina said scornfully. ‘There were a low stone sink, just the right height for playin’ paper boats, behind the back door, an’ a huge old brass tap over it.’ She turned to her mother. ‘I dunno about the lavvy – if we has to share, I mean – but no one ’cept us can use the tap, can they, Mammy?’

Laura laughed but headed for the stairs. ‘You’re right about that – we shan’t have to share anything,’ she said joyfully, then glanced guiltily at Millie, but her sister was smiling and had obviously not taken offence. ‘Follow me, everyone!’

The steep flight of wooden stairs ended in a small square landing with two doors leading off it. Laura threw open the nearer, revealing a reasonably sized room with a long window overlooking Heyworth Street. The walls were whitewashed, but Millie observed that they could do with another coat since the previous owner must have possessed a great number of pictures, judging by the faded squares. The window was extremely grimy and the windowsill, which was wide enough for a child to sit on comfortably, was covered in dead flies but otherwise the room seemed pleasant enough. ‘This is our living room,’ Laura said. ‘A friend of mine – she’s Mr Mitchell’s cousin-in-law – has offered to loan us a paraffin stove, just until we get ourselves sorted out. I mean to buy some pots and pans and some plates and that, but apart from what we can cook over the stove, we’ll just have to make do with cold food until the room downstairs has been made into a kitchen.’

‘Oh, you’ll manage grand,’ Millie said cheerfully. ‘I’ll give you wharrever I can, chuck, but I reckon you’ll soon find your feet. Now let’s tek a look at the other room.’

‘It’s not very large,’ Laura said rather apologetically, leading them back on to the landing and through the remaining doorway. This room overlooked the back yard, and was dwarfed at present by an enormous brass bedstead. ‘There was a feather mattress but somehow I didn’t fancy it,’ Laura explained. ‘Since we don’t want to sleep on the springs, I laid out some money on a very cheap flock one, which will arrive tomorrow. I dare say it’ll be a bit hard but we’ll soon grow accustomed.’ She looked hopefully at her sister. ‘I know nearly all the bedding we’ve been using at the court is yours by right, Millie, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to borrow it just for a few weeks.’

Millie turned and gave Laura a hug. ‘What’ll I want with that bedding now you ain’t there to use it?’ she said robustly. ‘You can have it and welcome. And when we get home, I’ll look out a few other things an’ all. I’m not sayin’ they’re as good as what I’d like to give you, ’cos you’re me dear little sister, but they’re all I’ve got and they’ll do until something better comes along.’

Laura returned the hug and felt tears form in her eyes, though she blinked them away resolutely. ‘You’re the best sister in the world, so you are,’ she said, her voice breaking a little. ‘Heaven knows what we would have done if you’d not taken us in. But it’s time I shouldered my own responsibilities, dearest Mil. And now we’d best be getting back to Blenheim Court. Tell you what, when we reach Hodgson’s I’ll buy a big parcel of chips, enough for the whole family, then you won’t have to bother about cooking.’

Millie chuckled. ‘I weren’t goin’ to bother about cooking anyway,’ she admitted. ‘It would have been bread ’n’ scrape ’cos it’s nearin’ the end of the week and I’m skint as usual.’ The four of them trooped downstairs and Laura checked that the back door was locked, then led them out through the shop and back on to Heyworth Street. She started to go next door to give Mr Mitchell back his keys, but stopped when Millie tugged at her arm. ‘Look, queen, it’s awful good of you, but can you afford chips? There’s fourteen gannets live at number two and chips ain’t that cheap.’

Laura smiled at her, then handed the key to Tess. ‘You and Tina take the keys back to Mr Mitchell,’ she said. When they had disappeared, Laura turned back to her sister. ‘Millie, love, I’ve not said anything to the kids because I don’t imagine Mr Mitchell would want it talked about, but – but he has given me five pounds to help towards making the flat habitable. I never said I was hard up but he seemed to realise … well, when I said the bedstead would come in handy …’

‘A fiver!’ Millie said, her tone awestruck. ‘That were real kind of him, queen. You can do a lot with a fiver.’

Laura nodded. ‘Yes, I know. So you see I can certainly run to a parcel of chips!’
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