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To Lady Sheila Butlin who for twenty years has been a loyal supporter of the charity Victims of Violence, and who has been my confidante, my shoulder to cry on when I’ve been down, and is now one of my dearest friends. To her and all her family I send my love.

A children’s ditty learned at my mother’s knee:

I’ll tell my ma when I go home

The boys won’t let the girls alone

They pulled my hair and pinched my comb

I’ll tell my ma when I go home.


Chapter One

Brenda Fielding linked her arm through her workmate’s as they turned out of the factory gates. ‘Ooh, it’s good to get out in the fresh air after swelterin’ in that place all day. Me flamin’ clothes are stickin’ to me.’

‘Mine too! If I had tuppence I’d go to the public baths an’ wash this smelly sweat off.’ As Sadie Wilson turned to her friend, her long curly hair swung about her shoulders. She was an attractive girl, was Sadie, with her mass of blonde hair, vivid blue eyes and a peaches and cream complexion. And at fifteen and a half years of age, her figure was beginning to blossom. ‘The sun’s been shining all week, but I bet when we’re off tomorrow afternoon and Sunday, it’ll be teeming down.’

‘Let’s make the most of it while we can, then.’ Brenda was a pretty girl with black hair and melting brown eyes, but her looks were put in the shade by her friend. ‘Come down to ours tonight and we’ll go for a walk in the park. Yer never know, we might just get a click.’

‘I haven’t got the money for the tram, Brenda – I’m broke. I think yer forget it costs tuppence there an’ back.’

‘Well, I’d come to yours, but you won’t let me!’

‘I won’t invite anyone to my home, Brenda, ’cos it’s like a flippin’ pigsty.’

Brenda tossed her head. ‘I wouldn’t know, would I, seein’ as yer won’t even tell me where yer live … except it’s near the factory.’

‘Take my word for it, yer not missing anything. Anyway, I don’t want a click. I’m not interested in boys – me dad’s put me off them for life.’

‘Go on, yer daft thing, yer can’t tell me yer never going to have a boyfriend.’ Brenda squinted sideways. ‘With your looks, yer could have any feller yer wanted.’

‘Oh, I’ll have boyfriends when I’m good and ready, but it’ll only be for what I can get out of them. I’m going to be a gold-digger, Bren, out for all I can get.’

‘Oh dear, I hope yer don’t start bein’ a gold-digger before tomorrow night,’ Brenda giggled. ‘Yer still comin’ to the pictures with us, aren’t yer?’

They’d reached the tram stop where Brenda would catch a tram to Walton, where she lived. ‘You are comin’ to the Broadway with me, I hope?’

‘Yeah, it’s pay-day tomorrow and I’ll get me shillin’ pocket money.’ Sadie saw a tram trundling towards them. She waited until her friend hopped on board, then waved. ‘Ta-ra, Bren, see yer in work in the morning.’

Sadie was thoughtful as she walked the short distance to her home. Brenda was the only friend she had; they’d started work on the same day and had been drawn to each other. She’d visited Brenda’s house several times and was always struck by the cleanliness, warmth and good humour of the family. It was in stark contrast to Sadie’s own home, and she was too ashamed to allow her friend to see the conditions in which she lived.

The front door was open and Sadie grimaced when she heard the racket coming from the living room of the small two-up two-down terraced house in Pickwick Street, Toxteth. Her sisters, Dot and Ellen, aged fourteen and thirteen, were trading blows with their brothers, Jimmy and Les, aged twelve and nine. And above the noise they were making came the loud wailing of the baby of the family – eighteen-month-old Sally.

‘Hey, knock it off!’ Sadie stood between the squabbling youngsters. ‘Yer’ll have the neighbours complaining.’

Red in the face, and glaring at his sisters, Jimmy said, ‘Mrs Young’s been bangin’ on the wall for us to shut up, the miserable old cow.’

Sadie sighed as she looked around with disgust. The table in the middle of the room, its covering a piece of torn, stained oilcloth, was full to overflowing. Swarms of flies were swooping down on the dirty plates still there from breakfast, feasting from an open tin of conny-onny, a jam jar and a topless bottle of tomato sauce, while the blue-bottles concentrated their attention on the baby’s bottle and dummy, and scraps of stale bread. The sight was enough to make Sadie feel sick.

‘Where’s me mam?’

There was a sly smirk on Dot’s face. She was fourteen in years but thirty in the head. ‘She’s in bed with me dad.’

Sadie closed her eyes. ‘Has me dad had his tea?’

The smirk was back on her sister’s face. ‘No, he came straight in and pulled me mam upstairs.’

Anger was building up in Sadie. Fancy coming home to this after working all day! But it wasn’t only that, it was the fact that her parents had no shame, no thought for their children who had been deprived of their innocence. They all knew what was going on above their heads because there had been times when her father wouldn’t bother going upstairs to satisfy his craving, he’d just close the kitchen door. Sadie had never forgotten the day she’d come home from work and used the back door. There was her father with his trousers around his ankles and her mother with her skirt riding high. And neither of them had been embarrassed. Her dad had just nodded for her to go through to the living room without even a pause in his grunting and groaning.

The memory of that incident fuelled Sadie’s anger. She walked to the bottom of the stairs and yelled at the top of her voice: ‘There are six children down here waitin’ for somethin’ to eat. Will you come down and feed them!’

‘You’ll get it off me mam, our Sadie,’ Dot said. ‘She’ll give yer a belt around the ears.’

‘An’ I’ll give you one if yer don’t see to the baby,’ Sadie told her. ‘You’re the eldest at home, yer should help to keep this place tidy. It looks like a muck midden.’ She eyed the table, the clutter of clothes and shoes covering the sideboard and floor, then shook her head. ‘I’m not doing it, I’ve been workin’ all day.’

Lily Wilson pushed the door open with her foot while patting her hair into place. ‘Who the bleedin’ hell d’yer think you are, shoutin’ like that? The neighbours are nosy enough without you goin’ filling their mouths.’

Sadie tried to keep her emotions in check. ‘Mam, I’ve been workin’ all day in a hot, stuffy factory. And this,’ she waved her hand around the room, ‘is what I come home to. Not only that, but there’s no sign of any dinner.’

‘I haven’t been feeling well today, so stop yer moaning.’

Dot stood beside her mother, a falsely innocent look on her face. ‘Are yer havin’ another baby, Mam?’

The slap across her face was hard and loud. ‘Any more lip out of you, yer little faggot, and yer’ll get another one. Now get upstairs an’ ask yer dad for a tanner. Then run to the chippy an’ get a tanner’s worth of chips and scallops.’

Dot didn’t wait to be told twice, she hot-footed it out of the room holding the side of her face.

Sadie gazed at her mother. Lily Wilson had been a fine-looking girl, but she’d let herself go, too lazy to keep up appearances. She looked far older than her thirty-three years, with her blonde hair uncombed for days on end, teeth that were rotting through lack of cleaning and a sickly complexion due to too little exercise and fresh air. After six children her waist had disappeared and her breasts sagged.

‘Yer said yer weren’t feeling well today,’ Sadie said. ‘What was wrong with yer this time?’

‘I don’t have to explain to you,’ Lily flared. ‘Now get off yer backside and clear this table.’

Sadie shook her head. ‘No, Mam, I’ve been workin’ all day, I’m not coming home to start work again. Not when you’ve had all day to do it in.’

George Wilson heard what was said as he came through the door. ‘Yer’ll do as yer mam says or yer’ll feel me belt on yer backside.’

Sadie weighed up her father with sadness in her heart. She could remember when she was little how she’d adored him. He’d been such a handsome man then, with a mane of black hair and flashing brown eyes. Now, at thirty-seven, he had a beer belly hanging over his trousers and a bloated face. His heavy drinking was taking its toll. But it wasn’t his changed appearance that had killed Sadie’s love. At thirty-seven he was still a young man, but for years she’d thought of him as a dirty old man. She would never forget the Friday nights she’d trembled with fear when he would offer to bath her in the zinc bath in front of the fire. He’d always make an excuse to get her mother out of the house – send her to the corner shop for ciggies or the Echo. And while she was gone he would pretend to be playful, splashing water over his daughter and laughing into her face. But all the time he was touching her in what she called her private parts. At the age of six she was frightened of him; at the age of ten she hated him.

‘No, Dad, I won’t do as me mam tells me! When I was younger than our Dot and Ellen, I was made to help in the house, so why can’t they? In fact, why can’t me mam do the work herself? She’s got all day to do it in, the kids are all at school except for the baby. I’ve been workin’ all day, like yerself, and I don’t see why I should come home to all this. If you feel sorry for me mam, then you start tidying up because I’m not.’

Sadie was staring him out and George was flummoxed. The belt was no threat to her now, he could see that. He could also see something else in her eyes, something he thought she’d long since forgotten. Better tread carefully with her or she’d cause trouble. But he had to exercise his authority so he turned on the other children who’d been watching and listening intently. ‘Ellen, Jimmy, get that table cleared and start washing the dishes. Les, you amuse the baby an’ stop her from makin’ that bleedin’ racket.’

‘The baby doesn’t want amusing,’ Sadie said calmly, crossing her shapely legs. ‘She wants something to eat – she’s starving.’

George turned to his wife. ‘Make the baby’s feed for God’s sake, and shut her up.’

‘Are yer goin’ to let this cheeky madam get away with it? Sittin’ there like Lady Muck, tellin’ us what she will do an’ what she won’t do? What she needs is a smacked backside.’

‘Oh, yer can forget that, Mam!’ Sadie said with bitterness. ‘The days of me dad touchin’ my backside are long gone.’

George was beginning to get agitated. If this carried on there’d be a lot of things coming out that were best left forgotten. ‘Look, Lily, just see to the baby, for Christ’s sake. I’ll be glad to get down to the pub for a bit of peace and quiet.’

Sadie gazed down at her scruffy shoes, bought second-hand from the market. They were the only pair she possessed and the soles were coming apart on both of them. Her stockings were full of ladders, and the dress she was wearing had to do her for work and for going out. Yet her father could go to the pub every night, and most nights her mother went with him. They didn’t seem to notice the mess the house was in, or that their children didn’t have a decent stitch on their backs. And as for getting a good meal – well, they wouldn’t know what that was. It was so long since they’d had a proper dinner, her mother had probably forgotten how to cook one.

Sadie sighed. As soon as she was old enough, and earning enough money, she’d be away from here like a shot. There had to be a better life than this.

On Saturday afternoon Sadie handed over her wage-packet and waited expectantly for her mother to open it and take out her pocket money. But Lily pushed her aside, saying curtly, ‘Yer’ll have to wait until yer dad comes in. I don’t know where he’s got to – he’s usually well in before this. I haven’t got a thing in the house for the weekend, so I’ll have to use your money until he comes home.’

‘Mam, I want me pocket money. I’m meeting me friend at a quarter to six at the Broadway. I can’t let her down.’

‘Don’t start moaning, yer’ll get yer money as soon as yer dad gets in. I need all this,’ she waved the buff-coloured packet, ‘to pay me ways. I’ve had tick from the corner shop an’ if I don’t get down there with it I’ll have her feller comin’ to the house banging the door down. Beside that, I’ve got to get the rest of me shoppin’ in.’

A lump was forming in Sadie’s throat. It just wasn’t fair! She’d worked all week, she was entitled to the measly shilling. ‘What happens if me dad’s not in by the time I’ve got to leave?’

But Lily wasn’t listening. She’d ripped the packet open and emptied the seven and sixpence into her hand. ‘Dot, take this five bob up to the corner shop, then come back an’ I’ll have a list ready of what I want from the Maypole and the greengrocers.’

Sadie tried again. ‘Mam, are yer sure me dad will be home in time for me to go and meet me friend? I can’t leave her standin’ outside the Broadway on her own.’

‘He’ll be in any minute, so stop yer frettin’.’

But it was four o’clock before George put in an appearance, half-drunk and looking very sheepish.

Lily rounded on him. ‘Where the bloody hell d’yer think you’ve been? Hand yer money over quick, before the ruddy shops close.’

When George fell backwards into a chair, the springs creaked in protest. With the stupid grin of a drunken man on his face, and his words slurred, he said, ‘I had a flutter on the gee-gees an’ I lost.’

Sadie’s heart sank. ‘How much did yer lose, Dad?’

‘All me bleedin’ wages.’ He hiccupped several times. ‘But I’ll win it back next week, don’t worry.’

Lily stood over him, her hands on her hips. ‘What d’yer mean, yer’ve lost all yer money on the bloody horses? How much have yer lost?’

‘Well, yer see, love – hic – this horse was supposed to be a dead cert – hic – an’ me an’ me mates put our shirts on it.’ He made a grab for her. ‘Come an’ sit on me knee an’ give me a kiss.’

‘Yer’ll get more than a kiss, George Wilson, it’s a ruddy big black eye yer’ll be gettin’. Now, stop actin’ daft and give me a shillin’ for our Sadie. I borrowed one off her.’

‘I haven’t got – hic – a shillin’, I’ve told yer. I haven’t got a penny to me name.’

Sadie had the urge to run to him and punch him in his stupid-looking face. Instead she could feel the tears starting and ran from the room. Down the yard she fled, and into the back entry. There she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. She’d never felt so miserable in her life. And how was she going to explain to Brenda? She couldn’t tell her the truth, she’d be too ashamed.

The tears were running unchecked down her cheeks but she didn’t care. She just felt like curling up and dying. Her head was so full, she didn’t hear the bike being ridden down the cobbled entry.

‘What’s up, Sadie?’

Sadie opened her eyes and saw the boy from next door through a blur. She shook her head. ‘Nothing, I’m all right.’

Harry Young leaned his bike against the wall. ‘Come on now, Sadie, yer don’t cry for nothing. Yer dad hasn’t been hittin’ yer, has he?’

Sadie rubbed the heel of her hands across her eyes. Harry was looking at her anxiously. At eighteen, he was a handsome lad with dark curly hair, strong white teeth and dimples in his cheeks. He was always pleasant with her, even though his mother barely acknowledged the whole Wilson family, whose house was an eyesore with a dirty front step and filthy curtains hanging behind windows that were seldom cleaned. It spoilt the appearance of the Youngs’ house, which was always spotlessly clean.

‘No, me dad hasn’t been hittin’ me. I wouldn’t let him.’

‘Well, why the tears? A pretty girl like you shouldn’t have anything to cry over.’

The sympathy in his voice was all Sadie needed to make her pour her heart out. ‘And me mate will be standing waiting for me … I feel terrible.’

‘You mean your father has gambled all his wages?’ Harry was shaking his head. ‘It’s a mugs’ game, bettin’ on the horses.’

‘I was going to say me dad is a mug, but then I’m a bigger mug than he is! Fancy working all week and not having sixpence to go to the pictures.’

Harry had long ago decided that Sadie didn’t belong to the Wilson family. She was the prettiest girl in the neighbourhood, but her clothes were always shabby and she didn’t make the most of her looks. Any other parents would have been proud of her natural beauty and helped her make the best of it, because when she smiled, it was as though the sun had suddenly begun to shine. And she was beginning to curve in all the right places. Another year or so and she’d be a stunner.

‘I’ll give you sixpence, Sadie.’

‘Oh no, Harry, I couldn’t take yer money off yer. I’ll be all right, don’t worry about me.’

‘Sell me something for sixpence then, and you won’t be in my debt.’

Sadie’s smile was weak. ‘I’ve got nothing to sell, Harry.’

‘You could sell me a kiss. I think it would be well worth the money.’

‘A tanner for a kiss? I’m not Jean Harlow, yer know!’

‘I still think it would be worth it, and it’s my tanner.’

Sadie’s mind was working overtime. Harry looked as though he meant it and it would be no heartache to kiss him ’cos he was nice and clean and he had no pimples like some of the lads in work. And his offer meant she wouldn’t have to let Brenda down. ‘Are yer sure?’

Harry nodded. ‘Very sure.’

‘Now?’

‘I don’t think this is the right place, do you?’ Harry grinned so she wouldn’t take offence at his words. ‘After all, a sixpenny kiss is a smacker, not just a peck. What time will yer be coming home from the pictures?’

‘We go to first house ’cos Brenda’s mam won’t let her stay out late. I’ll be getting off the tram about half-past eight.’

‘I’ll be waiting at the tram stop for yer – is that okay?’ When she nodded, Harry smiled. ‘I’ll find a nice shop doorway.’ He put his hand in his trouser pocket and Sadie could hear coins jingling before he pulled out a sixpenny piece. ‘Enjoy the picture, Sadie.’

Sadie gazed at the small silver coin nestling in her palm then turned those vivid blue eyes on him. ‘Are you sure about this, Harry? It doesn’t seem right to me. Your mam would go mad if she knew.’

‘Unless you tell her, she will never know. Not that I care – I wouldn’t care who knows. You’re a very pretty girl, Sadie, and if I want to kiss you it’s got nothing to do with anyone.’

‘It’ll be me first kiss.’ Sadie lowered her head. ‘I won’t be very good at it.’

‘I’m not exactly Rudolph Valentino meself.’ Harry began to chuckle. ‘All you have to do is pucker your lips an’ I’ll pucker mine.’

When Sadie stepped off the tram and saw Harry emerge from the shadow of a shop doorway, she was a bundle of nerves. She’d never be able to kiss like Moira Shearer had in the picture tonight, with her eyes all gooey and a soppy smile on her face. Still, she’d made a bargain and she’d keep to it. ‘Have yer been waiting long?’

‘Only five minutes,’ Harry lied. It must have been at least half an hour, if not more. ‘Did yer enjoy the picture?’

‘Yeah, it was all right but I’d rather have a comedy. It’s me mate that likes romances … she cried all the way through it.’ Sadie felt conspicuous standing by the tram stop and she looked around. ‘Can we go somewhere else? I feel daft standin’ here.’

‘There’s plenty of shop doorways, Sadie, but it’s so light everyone would see us.’ Harry cupped her elbow. ‘It’s only five minutes’ walk to the park. Shall we go there?’

‘If yer like, but I don’t want to be too late getting home. Not that anyone would worry. Me mam and dad are probably knockin’ the ale back in the pub.’ Sadie had to skip to keep up with Harry’s long strides. ‘Me dad must take me for a sucker. There’s no way he’d leave himself without his beer money.’

‘He wouldn’t do that to yer, surely?’

‘Don’t kid yerself, Harry, my mam and dad are dead mean with their children. They see to themselves first and if there’s anythin’ over then the kids might get a look in.’ Sadie glanced sideways, thinking how smart he looked. She wished she had some decent clothes to wear, she felt a right frump in the washed-out cotton dress.

They reached the park gates before Sadie pulled him to a halt. ‘I feel terrible, takin’ a tanner off yer for a kiss. Why don’t yer let me pay yer back out of next week’s pocket money?’

‘I don’t want me tanner back, Sadie, I want a kiss. And yer don’t have to be frightened – I won’t eat yer.’

Sadie allowed herself to be propelled forwards. ‘I’m not frightened, I just think yer want yer bumps feelin’, paying for a kiss off me when yer’ve probably got lots of girlfriends.’

Harry didn’t answer as he led her to a deserted spot behind some trees and bushes. He stood in front of her, put a finger under her chin and raised her face. ‘Sadie, if yer really don’t fancy kissing me, just say so and we’ll go home and forget all about it.’

‘It’s not that, Harry. I’m just frightened I’ll make a mess of it and yer’ll be disappointed.’

‘Sadie, close your eyes and pucker yer lips.’ Harry didn’t intend to make a meal of the kiss, the kid was only fifteen, after all. But the second their lips met he felt as though he’d been struck by lightning. His arms went around her and he held her tight as the kiss lingered. When he finally broke away it was to gaze into a pair of beautiful vivid blue eyes.

‘Was I all right, Harry?’

He coughed, feeling embarrassed at the effect she’d had on him. He’d had plenty of girls, but never before had a kiss set off fireworks in his head. ‘Sadie, it was better than a tanner’s worth of chips any day.’

Sadie smiled. ‘Yer not just pullin’ me leg?’

‘Scout’s honour, it was a real hum-dinger.’

Sadie wrapped her arms across her tummy and hugged herself. ‘Me very first kiss. I feel all grown-up now.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’

She was silent for a while, then decided she’d go over it again in bed tonight and make up her mind whether she’d enjoyed it or not. But for now she wanted to please Harry. She didn’t want him thinking that he’d parted with a tanner for nothing. ‘Yeah! Yeah, I did!’

‘Then next time yer father does the dirty on yer, come to me. I’ve always got a spare tanner, especially for a kiss from a pretty girl like you.’

Sadie narrowed her eyes. ‘Yer very trusting, Harry. I mean, I could tell yer a lie, just to get a tanner off yer.’

Harry let his head fall back and he roared with laughter. ‘Fancy thinkin’ of that! Yer sound like a proper little gold-digger.’

‘That’s what I’m goin’ to be when I’m older, a gold-digger.’ There was no smile on Sadie’s face. ‘I’m determined not to end up like me mam, with a gang of kids and a lousy husband.’

Harry took her elbow and led her towards the park gates. ‘Yer’ll feel different when yer meet someone yer like. Not all men are like yer dad, yer know.’

‘Me dad probably wasn’t like he is now before he was married. Once they get a ring on yer finger, that’s when they change. Well, they’ve taught me that married life isn’t all sweetness and light, so I’ll stay clear of it. As I said, I’ll be a gold-digger and take everything I can lay me hands on, without givin’ anything back.’

Sadie lay on her back staring up at the ceiling. She had to share a bedroom with her two sisters and brothers, while the baby slept in her cot in the front room. There was no privacy; her small camp bed was set against the end of the double bed where the boys and girls slept, top to tail … girls at the top, boys at the bottom. Apart from a rickety old wooden chair and the beds, there wasn’t another item of furniture in the cramped room. Even if I had any decent clothes, I wouldn’t have anywhere to hang them, Sadie thought as she turned on her side and tried to make herself comfortable so she could go over the events of the day in her mind.

She could picture her dad, sitting in the chair, half-drunk, saying he’d lost all his money. She’d really hated him at that moment. And her mam was no better; neither of them cared that she’d worked all week for nothing. They weren’t worried that Brenda would be left standing outside the picture house like one of Lewis’ dummies. The only ones they cared about were themselves, and they made damn sure they never went short. They’d proved tonight just how selfish they were. When she’d got in about nine o’clock it had been to find Dot minding the children while her parents were up in the pub. They didn’t have her pocket money, but they had money enough for their beer. It was no wonder the children were wild and out of control; they’d been left to fend for themselves ever since she started work. Up till then she’d been mother to them and skivvy to her parents. Now the role had been handed over to Dot, who was ill-fitted for it. She was more likely to give the younger ones a clout than a hug.

Sadie plumped the pillow with her fist. Why couldn’t her parents be like Brenda’s, or Harry’s? Brenda was happy and contented because she came from a loving home where there was constant laughter. And the Youngs next door were always laughing – she could hear them through the walls. A long sigh came from deep within Sadie. There was no contentment in this house, no love and no laughter. She felt sorry for her sisters and brothers; it wasn’t their fault they were cheeky and ignorant. They’d had to be tough to survive in a home that resembled a pigsty, where their tummies were always rumbling with hunger and the clothes were falling off their backs.

Full of anger, hurt and resentment, Sadie vowed to make a new life for herself as soon as she was old enough. She’d get a little place of her own and she’d keep it spotlessly clean and cheerful. And she’d never get married and have children because the man might turn out to be like her dad. She wouldn’t put any defenceless young child through the fear and shame she’d experienced because of him. Not all men were the same, as Harry had rightly said, but she didn’t intend taking a chance.

A picture of Harry’s face flashed through her mind, bringing back the memory of her first kiss. Had she enjoyed it? She knew Harry had, because she’d opened her eyes when his lips were on hers and she could tell by the look on his face and his low groan of pleasure. Herself, she didn’t think it was anything to get excited about, but she’d do it again for the money. In fact, she’d be more than willing to do it every night if she got sixpence each time. She’d be able to buy herself some decent clothes and shoes, and wouldn’t have to be ashamed of wearing the same dress day in and day out, or walk around with the soles hanging off her only pair of shoes. And she’d be able to go out on a Sunday instead of being stuck in the house wearing one of her mother’s old dresses while she washed hers ready for work the next morning.

Sadie’s eyes began to close and she drifted into sleep seeing herself walking down a street with her head held high, wearing a pretty dress and a pair of stylish high-heeled shoes. And a smile came to her face as, in her dream, she stopped halfway up the street in front of a little house where the step was pure white, the windowsill red-raddled and polished, and crisp curtains showed behind the gleaming glass panes. And Sadie saw herself putting the key in the lock and opening the door of a place of her very own.


Chapter Two

On the Sunday morning, in the cold light of day, Sadie bitterly regretted taking the money off Harry. She didn’t think she could ever look him in the face again, remembering how she’d cheapened herself. So for the next three weeks she avoided him, ducking down entries whenever she saw him before he caught sight of her. But on this Thursday night, on her way home from work, she’d just turned the corner of the street when he came whizzing around on his bike. He braked sharply, cocked his leg backwards over the saddle and fell into step beside her, wheeling the bike in the gutter.

‘Hello, stranger! Have you been avoiding me?’

Sadie’s hair bounced as she shook her head. ‘No, of course not.’ She gazed at him out of the corner of her eye. Even though he was coming home from work too, he looked smart in a crisp white shirt with his hair neatly combed back, and she was conscious of her own appearance. Her washed-out dress was coming apart at the seams and was far too tight on her now her breasts were growing. She really should be wearing a brassière like her friend Brenda, because her nipples could be clearly seen through the flimsy material. ‘Why should I want to avoid yer?’

‘Search me! But it just seemed funny that we live next door to each other and usually come into contact every day or so, but since a certain night, when a pretty girl got her first kiss, I haven’t seen hide nor hair of yer.’

‘There’s nothing funny about it, it’s just coincidence.’

‘Was my kiss that bad it put yer off selling me another?’

Sadie could feel herself blushing. ‘I should never have sold yer one in the first place. It was a dead mean trick I pulled on yer.’

‘You’ve got it all wrong, Sadie. It was me who pulled the trick – not you. You would never have thought of it in a million years, would yer?’

‘No, I suppose not, but it still wasn’t right.’ They were nearing Harry’s house and Sadie slowed down. ‘You go on, Harry. If yer mam sees you with me she’ll have a duck egg. She doesn’t have much time for the Wilson family, and I can’t say I blame her. I wouldn’t like us for neighbours.’

‘I’m not me mam, Sadie, and you are not the whole Wilson family.’ Harry lifted the bike onto the pavement. ‘I choose me own friends and I want to be friends with you. So don’t forget that. Any time yer in trouble, or if yer ever left without money again, come to me and I’ll help yer out.’

Warmed by his words, Sadie smiled. ‘Still willing to pay a tanner for a kiss, Harry?’

She has no idea how pretty she is, Harry thought. Her family have pulled her so low she has no self-esteem. ‘More than willing.’

‘Thanks, Harry.’ Sadie gave him another smile and went on her way. A few women were standing at their doors, their arms folded, watching with undisguised interest. She’d bet a pound to a penny that as soon as she was inside her own front door, one of them would be over like a shot to ask Mrs Young if she knew her son was getting very friendly with the Wilson girl. Oh well, while they were pulling her to pieces they were leaving someone else alone.

Sadie always braced herself when she walked into the living room. She knew what to expect, but nevertheless the dirt and the smell never failed to depress her. The children were sat around the table dipping pieces of bread into bowls of watery soup, while her mother was sitting on the couch feeding the baby from a bottle which looked as dirty on the inside as it was on the outside.

‘What’s for me tea, Mam?’

‘The same as we’re all having – home-made soup.’ Lily Wilson’s hair was dishevelled and her face looked as though it hadn’t seen soap and water all day. ‘See to yerself, I’m busy.’

Sadie groaned as she battled to keep her temper under control. She was hungry after working all day, and to be expected to make do with a bowl of soup that was made of water with an onion and a few vegetables thrown in, was too much to ask. But she wasn’t going to argue, not tonight when she wanted to ask her mother for something.

When her father came in, the children all ran out to play, leaving Sadie facing George Wilson across the table. While she was trying to get the unappetising soup down without balking, a plate of bacon and egg was set before the master of the house. Sadie’s anger mounted, but still she kept her feelings to herself. She needed Lily in a good mood.

George pushed a piece of bread around the plate to soak up the bacon fat, and then sat back in his chair, undid the top button on his trousers and belched loudly.

Sadie closed her eyes and lowered her head in disgust. It was no wonder the children had no table manners; they’d never been set a good example. ‘Shall I put the baby to bed for yer?’ she asked her mother.

‘No, I’ll take her up,’ Lily said. ‘You wash the dishes.’

‘I’ll come up with yer.’ There was a leer on George’s face. ‘Give yer a hand to put her to bed.’

Lily grinned knowingly. ‘Yeah, come on then.’

Sadie gathered the dirty dishes and carried them through to the tiny kitchen. She filled the kettle for hot water to wash them in, and after lighting the gas she leaned against the sink, deep in thought. She could picture in her mind what was happening upstairs. The baby would have been put down and left to look through the bars of the cot while her mam and dad behaved like animals. What sort of a life was it for a baby? Or for any of the children for that matter? Living in a house where there was never any simple affection, only lust; never any hugs and kisses left over for them. They’d grow up thinking that married life was what they saw happening here.

The kettle started to whistle and Sadie poured the boiling water into the sink. The kitchen was filthy, but it could stay like that for all she cared. It would take her hours to clean it properly, and for what? It would be back to normal in no time because her mother didn’t believe in doing housework. The only thing her mother did willingly was what she was doing now.

‘Can I have a drink of water, our Sadie?’ Jimmy rubbed the back of his hand across his running nose. ‘We’re havin’ a game of ollies.’

Sadie filled a cup; as she handed it to him, she noticed he was barefoot. ‘Have you been playin’ out without yer shoes on?’

‘I haven’t got no shoes.’ Jimmy thirstily emptied the cup in one go. ‘The sole came off an’ me mam had no money for me to take it to the cobblers.’

‘What are you goin’ to do for school tomorrow?’

‘I dunno.’ Jimmy shrugged his shoulders before running out, leaving Sadie anxious and frustrated. If her mam and dad would only stay away from the pub, they could keep their children decently dressed and fed. But their own pleasures came first – the pub and bed.

‘Haven’t yer finished them yet?’ Lily’s face was flushed. ‘Yer takin’ yer time about it.’

‘Mam, can I ask yer something? Yer remember that shilling yer owe me from the other week, when me dad lost all his money? D’yer think yer could let me have sixpence of it this week?’

‘We’ll see.’ Lily made to leave the kitchen but Sadie held onto her arm.

‘Mam, I need it to buy a brassière.’ She touched her breasts. ‘Just look at me, I can’t go around like this!’

Lily’s smile was more of a sneer. ‘What yer worryin’ about? Yer’ll be very popular with the fellers when they get an eyeful of them.’

‘Mam, please. Yer do owe it to me.’

‘I don’t owe yer nothing, me girl, so don’t come that with me. It was yer dad what lost the money, so ask him.’

‘No, Mam, I don’t want to ask me dad. I’d be too embarrassed.’

‘Sod off, Sadie, there’s nothin’ to be embarrassed about. Yer’ve only got the same as everyone else.’ With that, Lily gripped her daughter’s arm and dragged her through the door. ‘Hey, George, yer daughter wants to ask yer somethin’. Can she have sixpence off the shillin’ yer owe her, so she can buy a brassière? She doesn’t like her tits bouncing.’

George’s grin was that of the dirty old man he was in his daughter’s mind. He gazed with relish at her firm, round breasts. Even though his passion had just been satisfied, he could feel himself responding to her youthful body. A trickle of saliva ran down one side of his chin as he left his chair and walked towards her. Sadie tried to pull back but her mother’s grip tightened. It was as though she knew what her husband had in mind and was egging him on. But the second his fingers closed on her nipple, Sadie’s free hand swung around and she smacked him across the face.

‘Don’t you dare touch me! If you ever do that again, I’ll go to the police and tell them.’

Lily laughed like a madwoman as she grabbed Sadie’s other arm from behind. ‘Go on, George, have a good feel. She won’t go to the police ’cos she’d be put in an institute for wayward girls.’

George’s two hands covered Sadie’s breasts and he kneaded them while leering into her face. ‘Pair of beauties, they are.’

‘If yer don’t take yer hands off me, I’ll scream the house down an’ all the neighbours will hear. And I’ll tell them what yer were doin’ to me from when I was six years of age.’

Lily’s grip loosened. ‘What d’yer mean?’

Sadie took advantage and pushed her father’s hands away. She ran to the door and turned around. ‘Ask me dad what I mean, but I doubt he’ll tell yer the truth. I’ll be home later ’cos I’ve nowhere else to go, but if he so much as looks sideways at me, I swear I’ll not only tell the neighbours, I’ll tell the whole of Liverpool.’

Near to tears, Sadie ran through the open front door and fled down the street. Her eyes blurred, she turned into the main road and was running as though she had wings on her heels. She didn’t see Harry standing at the tram stop until he stood in front of her and put his hand out to bring her to a halt. ‘Hey, what’s the big hurry?’

Sadie tried in vain to pull her arm free. ‘Leave me alone, Harry, I don’t want to talk to yer.’

Harry saw a tram approaching and knew if he didn’t catch it he’d be late for his date. But there was something about Sadie that told him she was in trouble, so he let the tram go. ‘Come on, what’s wrong?’

They began to walk slowly past the shops. ‘I’ve had a row with me mam and dad, that’s all.’

‘What have they done now?’

Sadie was too ashamed to tell him the truth; she’d never tell anyone. ‘I asked for sixpence off the shillin’ they owe me and it started a row.’ Anger flared, bringing words to her mouth she really didn’t want spoken. ‘They can spend money in the pub, but they can’t give me what they owe me. And they won’t fork out for food or clothes for their children. Our poor Jimmy’s got no shoes to his feet, but do they care? Do they heck.’

Harry cupped her elbow. ‘Have you no money, Sadie?’

‘I haven’t got a bean to me name, but I don’t need any until I get me pocket money on Saturday. It’s just that I wanted to buy meself something and I needed that money they owe me.’ She waved her arm. ‘Just look at the state of me! I feel ashamed not havin’ any decent clothes or shoes while me mate, Brenda, always looks so smart. I feel like Orphan Annie when I go out with her.’

‘I’ll give yer the sixpence yer need, Sadie, and yer can buy whatever it is yer wanted it for.’

Sadie shook her head. ‘No, I’m not takin’ any more money off yer, it wouldn’t be fair. After all, why should you give me money?’

‘Because I want another kiss off yer. I’ve forgotten what the other one tasted like, so yer can remind me.’

‘I’ll give yer a kiss, Harry, but I’m not charging yer.’

‘No, that’s no deal.’ Harry thought briefly about the girl he was supposed to be meeting. She wouldn’t be very happy next time they met at the Grafton, but the relationship wasn’t serious anyway. ‘If I went into a shop for something I wanted, I’d have to pay for it. I want a kiss off you, so it’s only right I pay for it.’

Sadie sighed as she glanced down at herself. Why not take what was being offered? She was desperate for clothes and she’d never get them if it was left to her parents. Out of her shilling a week pocket money, she had to buy a pennyworth of chips every day for her lunch. So with the one night she went out with Brenda, which was the only pleasure she got, all her money was spoken for. ‘Okay, Harry. When shall I meet yer?’

‘What’s wrong with now? We’re almost at the park gates.’ He didn’t give her time to refuse, and as he was leading her forward he was telling himself he was only doing it to help her out. But a little voice in his brain told him that was a load of rubbish.

They went to the same clearing between the trees, but this time Sadie was nervous. And although she had nothing against Harry, she blamed her parents for bringing her down to this. She shouldn’t have to sell herself to buy a brassière or a second-hand dress.

Harry lifted her chin. ‘Cheer up, Sadie, it’s not that bad.’

‘It is, Harry! I can’t wait to get away from that house. Away from the misery and the dirt, from being skint every week and always looking like a tramp. But most of all I can’t wait to get away from a mother and father who are not even kind to their children, let alone love or cherish them.’

When tears threatened, Harry pulled her close. ‘In a couple of years yer’ll be earning enough money to buy yerself all the things yer want. Then yer won’t have to worry about yer family. An’ yer can take it from me that this friend of yours, Brenda, no matter what she wears, she could never look as pretty as you.’

Like a child reacting to comfort and kindness, Sadie buried her head in his shoulder. And when she fixed her vivid blue eyes on him, he put his arms around her to give solace and sanctuary. But her slim waist and the thrusting breasts he could feel through the thin material of his summer shirt caused his tummy to do a somersault and his heartbeat to quicken. Back off, the little voice in his brain told him warningly. She’s a lot younger and more inexperienced than the girls you usually knock around with. So he moved back, leaving a space between their bodies. ‘I’ll have me kiss now, Sadie, if yer don’t mind.’

The lips that covered hers briefly were as soft as the touch of a butterfly, and Sadie opened her eyes to look at him questioningly. ‘Is that it?’

Harry gave a crooked grin. ‘I thought yer’d had enough excitement for one night without me givin’ yer one of me famous smackers. I’m known all over Liverpool for me smackeroos, yer know. If yer went down to the Grafton now, yer’d see a long queue outside and they wouldn’t be waitin’ to get into the dance, oh no – they’d all be waiting for me. It’s even been known for the police to have to come and restore order.’

Sadie giggled. ‘Go on, yer daft ha’porth! Yer’ll be telling me next yer pay them all sixpence.’

‘Not on yer nellie!’ Harry realised it was the very first time he’d heard her laugh. Smile, yes, she always had a smile for him, but never a hearty laugh or giggle. ‘I think we’d better be making tracks. I was on me way to meet someone when you came along.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, yer should have left me! Go on now, I’ll make me own way home.’

‘I’ll walk with yer to the top of Northumberland Street.’ Harry glanced sideways, wondering how to put into words the thoughts running through his mind. He didn’t want to spoil the fragile friendship there was between them, but her parents didn’t seem to care about her and she was so vulnerable. There were a lot of unscrupulous fellows around who would take advantage of her. ‘Do yer go out with lads, Sadie?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I only go out once a week and that’s with Brenda, me mate from work.’

‘With your looks, I’m surprised they’re not around you like flies around a jam jar.’

‘Oh, I’ve been asked out, but I’m not interested. Even if I was, I haven’t got any decent clothes to go out on a date.’

‘If yer do, then be careful. There are some fellers who are only out for what they can get.’

‘I might not know much about life, Harry, but I do know something about men.’ Sadie’s tone was bitter. ‘Me dad taught me the hard way, and I wouldn’t trust one of them.’

‘Hey! Present company excepted, I hope?’

‘Yeah, course it is.’ Sadie gave him a push. ‘Go and meet yer friend.’

Harry handed her the sixpence he had ready in his hand. ‘Saturday night, half-eight, I’ll be waiting at the tram stop for yer. An’ I want to know what yer’ve bought yerself.’

Sadie was about to object but she closed her mouth on the words. There were scarecrows better dressed than her, and she was fed up looking a sight. ‘See yer Saturday, Harry.’

The children were all in bed when Sadie got home, and there was no sign of her father. Not that she expected to see him; she knew he’d be propping up the bar in the pub on the corner. Her mother was sprawled out on the couch reading the Echo and she only raised her head long enough to throw her daughter a dark, menacing look. Sadie sighed, knowing her life was going to be made unbearable from now on. And what for? Just for telling the truth! Perhaps she should have told her mother years ago, but even at such a young age she knew she’d get no sympathy from that quarter. Lily Wilson was besotted with her husband and would believe only what she wanted to believe. But as she was forced to spend every night except one in the house, Sadie knew she couldn’t stand being ignored. So she broke the silence.

‘What’s our Jimmy going to do about shoes?’

Lily looked up, her face sullen. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’

‘I was only asking, Mam.’

‘Yer can ask away, but I don’t have to answer yer.’ Lily put the paper down at the side of her and leaned forward. ‘You just listen to me, yer little faggot, and listen good. If yer ever open yer bleedin’ mouth about what yer said tonight, so help me I’ll swing for yer. Did yer hear what I said?’

‘Oh, I heard yer, Mam, I’m not deaf. It’s you that’s deaf, because yer want to be. What I said was the truth, and if yer were any sort of a mother at all, yer’d be worried. Because what he did to me he could have done, and still be doing, to our Dot and Ellen. Haven’t yer thought it funny that bath night has been changed from Friday to Saturday … the one night I go out? Does he offer to be the good father and bath the girls for yer? And does he still send yer to the corner shop on a message to get yer out of the way?’

The telltale look in Lily’s eyes told her daughter all she needed to know. Her father was abusing the other two girls like he had her. ‘What a fool yer are, Mam, and what a lousy mother. I’ve had me suspicions for a few years, because of the way our Dot behaves. She’s far too advanced for her years, and if you haven’t noticed the sly looks that are passed between her and me dad, then yer must be blind as well as deaf.’

Lily moved quicker than she had for years. She was upon Sadie before the girl knew what was happening. But even though the look of hatred on her mother’s face frightened her, she stood her ground. ‘Go on, Mam – hit me if yer dare.’

‘I’d like to break yer bleedin’ neck, causing all this trouble.’ Lily’s hands were clenched into fists ready to strike, but her daughter’s defiance held her back. ‘Yer’ve made it all up, yer little faggot, there’s not a word of truth in it. And while yer live in this house yer’ll do as yer flamin’ well told and keep yer mouth shut.’

‘I live in this house because I’ve got to, I’ve nowhere else to go. But as soon as I’m old enough, yer won’t see me heels for dust.’ Sadie outstared her mother. ‘Until then, while I’m payin’ yer most of me wages, I expect to be spoken to in a proper manner – an’ I expect a dinner on the table now and again.’ She sighed and lowered her gaze. ‘Fancy having to talk to me own mother like this. But then, yer’ve never been a proper mother to me or the rest of the kids. In fact, let’s face it, yer not even a good housewife. Just look at this place – I’ve seen cleaner muck middens! The only time you act like a wife is when me dad’s behavin’ like a dog on heat – and that’s every day. Even when the children are looking on, it doesn’t stop yer performing yer wifely duty then.’

Lily was almost foaming at the mouth. ‘Yer dirty-minded little bitch! Just wait till I tell yer dad what yer said – he’ll take his belt to yer.’

‘I’m not frightened of him any more, Mam, so please yerself. If he comes near me I’ll scream the ruddy house down an’ have all the neighbours running in. Yer see, I’m past caring – that’s what you and me dad have done to me. Since I was old enough to carry a shovelful of coal in from the back yard, I’ve been treated like a skivvy. Thanks to you and me dad, I have no self-respect and no pride. And the sad thing is, because I’ve learned the hard way that I can’t trust me own parents, I don’t trust anyone else, either.’

Sadie walked into the tiny hall, then turned. ‘I haven’t enjoyed saying the things I have, but they had to be said. I’ve kept them bottled up for too long. If you and me dad don’t want to treat me proper, then I’ll see if I can find lodgings somewhere. It’s up to you.’

‘But why can’t yer come to the pictures with me tomorrow night?’ Brenda’s eyes were wide with shock. ‘We always go on a Saturday!’

‘I know, Brenda, and I’m sorry to let yer down. But I can’t afford it, not this week. I’ve got to buy meself somethin’ decent to wear, I can’t go out in this dress every day for the rest of me life.’

‘You’re mean, Sadie Wilson. Yer know yer leaving me in the lurch. If you don’t go, I can’t go!’

‘I’ve said I’m sorry, Bren, I can’t do any more. It’s all right for you, your mam buys all yer clothes. I’ve got to see to meself – and yer know how much pocket money I get.’

‘Your mam must be the most horrible, mean woman in the whole world.’

Sadie tucked her hand into her friend’s arm. They were on their way back to work after spending their half-hour dinner break outside the chip shop, eating chips from a piece of newspaper. ‘She’d certainly be in the running, Brenda, and that’s a fact. But don’t let’s fall out, yer the only friend I’ve got. It’s just for this one week, I promise. I won’t ever let yer down again.’

‘There’s nowt I can do about it, is there? I can hardly drag yer by the hair.’ Brenda didn’t sound a bit happy. ‘Anyway, it beats me how yer can buy yerself anythin’ with only a shilling. Yer’ll only get a pair of stockings for that.’

‘I’ll have one and six, and I’ll get a damn sight more than a pair of stockings.’ Sadie looked at her friend through narrowed eyes. ‘If I tell yer something, will yer promise to keep it to yerself?’

Now there was a glint of interest in Brenda’s eyes as she stiffened a finger and made a cross on her chest. ‘Cross my heart and hope to die, if this day I tell a lie.’

‘I’ll never speak to yer again if yer break yer promise.’ Sadie wondered if she was doing the right thing, but she wanted to make amends for letting her friend down. ‘I’m goin’ to Paddy’s market – there’s some stalls there that sell good second-hand stuff.’ She saw her friend wrinkle her nose in disgust and was sorry she’d spoken. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers, Brenda, and I’m desperate.’

‘Yer’d have to be, to wear someone else’s cast-offs.’ Brenda shivered even though the sun was shining brightly in a lovely clear blue sky. ‘Yer wouldn’t catch me doing it.’

‘I’m not as lucky as you, Brenda. I don’t have a doting mam and dad who buy me anything I want.’

Brenda was immediately contrite. She put an arm across her friend’s shoulders and squeezed. ‘Don’t take no notice of me, Sadie, I’m just upset that I won’t be going to the pictures tomorrow night. I’m a miserable bitch, aren’t I? Like a spoiled little brat, crying because I can’t have me own way. Someone should stick a dummy in me mouth.’

Sadie grinned. ‘I’ll see if I can get a second-hand one at Paddy’s market tomorrow.’


Chapter Three

There was a spring in Sadie’s step as she set out to walk to the market on Saturday afternoon. It was a long walk, but she wasn’t going to spend any of her precious one and sixpence on tram fare in case she saw something she wanted and was a couple of coppers short. She didn’t notice the heads that turned to look at the pretty blonde whose mouth was turned up at the corners in a half-smile. She wasn’t expecting miracles, but she had a feeling that today was going to be a lucky day for her.

A twenty-minute brisk walk brought her to the bustling market. It was packed with people seeking bargains, and the air was filled with the shouts of the Mary Ellens selling their flowers and vegetables, and the stall-holders vying with each other to attract customers to their wares. You could buy anything at the market, from clothes pegs to furniture, but today Sadie was only interested in seeking out second-hand clothes stalls.

With her tattered purse gripped in her hand, Sadie elbowed her way through the mass of people. The brilliant sunshine had brought more folk out than usual, many of whom were just passing an hour away browsing. But the atmosphere was cheerful and good-natured, and Sadie’s spirits were high as she glanced at the goods on offer on the stalls she passed. It was when she came to a stall where women were pushing each other out of the way to sort through clothes piled high on the makeshift table, that her interest was roused.

‘How much is this?’ A middle-aged woman with a black knitted shawl covering her shoulders held up a child’s crumpled dress. ‘It can’t be much ’cos the bleedin’ thing’s nearly worn out.’

‘Are yer askin’ me, or tellin’ me?’ The stall-holder, a small wiry woman with bright red hair, had a voice like a fog-horn. ‘If yer askin’ me, then it’s tuppence. If yer tellin’ me it’s no good, then put the bleedin’ thing down an’ see if yer can do better anywhere else.’ She looked to another potential customer for understanding. ‘Honest to God, she’ll be askin’ me to give her money next, to take the bleedin’ thing off me hands!’

‘There’s no need to be bloody sarcastic,’ said the woman, still holding the dress aloft. ‘I’ll take it, but I still think it’s a downright swindle.’

‘Just give us the tuppence and sod off.’ The stall-holder was smiling as she held out her hand for the money. ‘See yer next week, Aggie?’

‘Yeah, I suppose so, Mary Ann. Our Billy’s got no arse in his kecks.’ The woman called Aggie looked down at the overflowing basket at her feet. ‘I don’t suppose yer’ve got a bag for this dress, Mary Ann?’

‘What? Yer get a dress for tuppence, an’ yer want a bag to put it in! Where d’yer think yer are, Aggie – George Henry Lee’s? It’s a wonder yer don’t ask me to wash and iron it for yer.’

‘I would if I thought yer were soft enough.’ Aggie took a deep breath before lifting the heavy basket. ‘If I were you, I’d wash and iron it for me. But then, some folk are not as obligin’ as others.’

‘Sod off, Aggie! If I come across a pair of trousers for your Billy, I’ll put them to one side for yer. Can’t have him goin’ around bare-arsed.’

Sadie grinned as she inched her way forward. How she was going to find anything in that pile she didn’t know, but her optimism remained high.

‘Can I help yer, girl?’ Mary Ann had noticed the pretty blonde girl who was allowing the older women to push her out of the way. If two women spotted something at the same time, and both went for it, they’d think nothing of coming to fisticuffs. ‘Anythin’ in particular yer lookin’ for?’

Sadie tried to get nearer, not wanting to have to shout over all the noise. ‘A dress for meself, and a brassière, if yer’ve got one.’

‘What size are yer, girl?’

Sadie looked at her blankly. ‘I don’t know. Yer see, I’ve never had a brassière before.’

‘Come round to the side an’ let’s have a look at yer.’ Mary Ann waved a few customers back. ‘Let the girl get through.’

Feeling all eyes on her, Sadie stood before the stall-holder who weighed her up with an experienced glance. ‘Hang on a tick, I’ve got two here that should do.’ She bent down and rummaged in a box by her feet. ‘These are both the same size, love, so either of them will fit yer.’

Sadie took them both in her hands. One was white cotton with a lace inset and the other was a pretty pink with a satin bow between the cups. ‘Ooh, er, I like them both.’ She grinned at the woman. ‘Yer spoilin’ me for choice.’

‘I keep them down there, otherwise, sure as eggs someone will nick the bleedin’ things.’ Mary Ann was keeping a close eye on her stall, and when she saw a woman with a pair of trousers in her hand, looking around furtively, she whispered, ‘They’d steal the bleedin’ eye out of yer head and come back for the socket. You make up yer mind while I sort this woman out.’

‘How much are they?’ Sadie asked the retreating figure.

‘Thruppence each – an’ that’s a good buy ’cos they’re in good nick.’

Sadie’s brain was working overtime. She liked them both, and really she could do with two so she could wear one while the other was being washed. If she bought them both, she’d be left with a shilling. Would that be enough to buy a half-decent dress?

‘Made up yer mind, love?’

‘I’d like them both, but I need a dress badly and I’ve only got one and sixpence. I don’t know what to do.’

‘Yer’ll get a dress for a bob, girl! Have a root through there, yer’ll find something.’ The stall-holder held out her hand. ‘Here, give us those, I’ll keep them here for yer.’

But Sadie was too shy, no match for the older women who were desperate for clothes for their children and kept pushing her out of the way. The stall-holder watched with growing impatience. In the end, she bawled, ‘Hey, girl! Use yer bleedin’ elbows on them or yer’ll never get a look-in! If yer too polite, they’ll walk all over yer.’

So Sadie got stuck in. She watched the other women delving into the piles and turning them over, so she did the same. It was then she glimpsed a piece of blue and white material. As she pulled it from the bottom of the stack, she prayed it wasn’t a child’s dress or an overall. And her prayers were answered. It was a summer dress in pale blue, patterned with small white leaves. It looked just about her size and Sadie could feel her excitement rising as she held the dress up. It had short cap sleeves, a sweetheart neck, fitted bodice and a flared skirt.

‘I told yer, didn’t I, girl?’ Mary Ann was almost as pleased as Sadie. ‘All yer needed was a bit of patience. It hasn’t been worn much, either; it’s in good condition.’

Sadie held the dress to her shoulders. ‘D’yer think it’ll fit me?’

‘I’ll bet yer a pound to a pinch of snuff that it fits yer like a bleedin’ glove.’ The stall-holder was thinking that the blue of the dress was exactly the blue of the girl’s eyes. ‘If it doesn’t, yer can bring it back next week an’ I’ll swap it for yer.’

‘How much is it?’

Mary Ann stared hard for a few seconds, thinking she must be going soft in her old age. Then she decided she liked the look of the girl – and what the hell, anyway! You had to be tough, working the markets, otherwise you’d never make a living. But you couldn’t go through life without showing some charity. ‘Come and stand behind here with me. Bring the dress with yer.’

Looking puzzled, Sadie made her way to stand beside the stall-holder. ‘How much is the dress?’

‘I’ll give yer a little lesson in life, girl, and next time yer come to the market, think on what I’m going to tell yer. I know yer’ve got a shilling ’cos yer were daft enough to tell me. Rule number one, never do that because many of the people selling on the market would tell yer the dress was a shilling, even though it
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