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ONE

Alice

December 1938

Alice laughed at Marg’s funny antics as she hopped about, swinging her arms backwards and forwards trying to stay warm. Her teeth were chattering as she asked, ‘By, whose idea was this? It’s flipping freezing.’

Edith joined in the laughter, but Alice knew, like her, she felt sorry that Marg’s threadbare coat didn’t give her the same warmth their own thick coats gave them.

Though none of theirs would fit Marg, the thought of not just one, but three warm coats hanging in her own wardrobe, besides this huge bell-shaped one she wore to cover her seven-month bump, made Alice feel guilty at how her own fortunes had changed. As had Edith’s with her fiancé, Philip, to support her. But poor Marg was still stuck in the poverty trap they’d all been in as children.

‘Let’s get into the warmth and have our chips now, lass.’

‘But we’re meant to walk along the prom for a while first, Alice. I don’t want to spoil that for you two.’

‘You’re not, I feel the cold an’ all. But besides that, me back’s aching like mad.’ As she said this a gust of wind propelled Alice towards Marg and she landed in her arms. All three fell about laughing.

‘Eeh, you’re only little, but you’re a bundle of trouble; you nearly knocked me off me pins, Alice, and we only brought you because you said you’d treat us to our chips!’

Alice made a face and stuck her tongue out at Marg. ‘Ha, not so little now!’

This afternoon was special; it was a rare treat these days for the three of them to be out together. Born within days of each other on Whittaker Avenue in Blackpool, they’d been friends since they were little. This year, in late September, they’d celebrated their twenty-first birthdays.

All they’d been through growing up had drawn them as close as if they were sisters, but their lives now were beginning to take different paths. Gone were the days they would play together, go to school together, and then, later, work in the same factory and end the day sitting on Marg’s doorstep drinking cocoa. All that had changed when Alice married her doctor husband, Gerald, and moved to his grander house on a wealthier street.

Sighing the memories away, Alice linked arms with Marg. She wouldn’t have missed this walk along Blackpool prom with them for the world. ‘I’ll be good, but you just have to hang on to me. Despite me bulk, the wind seems to think it can have its wicked way with me.’

They giggled joyfully and it filled Alice with the knowledge that their friendship would always support her, no matter what they were faced with.

As Edith linked Marg’s other arm and their laughter died into their loving companionship, familiar sounds came into focus.

‘Try your luck at winning an amazing gift! We’ve clocks to grace your mantelpiece, tea sets to make you feel you could have the King to Christmas Day tea …’

She loved Blackpool and was proud of its wonderous Tower standing majestic and soaring towards the sky, overlooking its golden sands, the stalls that lined the seafront, and the sometimes angry Irish sea that lashed its shores.

Wanting to get Marg into the warm, Alice told them, ‘Come on, let’s hurry. And no stopping to talk to Bendy – though it will be good to see him. We can have a chat when we come out of the café.’

Edith gave her a quizzical look. ‘By, you’ve changed your tune, Alice. It’s not long since you’d have done anything to avoid his stall.’

‘I know, but he did used to go on about me ma a lot and it got on me nerves, him saying he’d been in love with her and how like her I was with me blonde, curly hair and large blue eyes. It used to embarrass me, but he don’t do that as much now.’

‘Well, it’s a good job you don’t mind him as he’s heading our way.’

Though she’d seen Bendy’s contortionist ways many times, Alice was always amazed at his agility. Twisting his body into all sorts of tangles was what gave him his nickname and attracted customers to his coconut shy.

He came cartwheeling towards them, frightening the life out of Alice as they all jumped out of his way. Marg, always the feisty one, shouted at him, ‘Bendy, mind what you’re doing! The wind has done a good job of knocking Alice about without you having a go an’ all! You should be mindful of her condition.’

‘Sorry, me lasses, and aye, there are some strong gusts today.’ He looked at Alice. ‘How are you, love?’

‘I’m fine, Bendy, ta, despite the fright you just gave me. We’re heading for the chippy, we’re frozen.’

‘Aw, and I thought you were going to have a go on me stall. I’ve some lovely teddy bears you could win for your babby.’

‘I might just do that, after I’ve eaten me dinner.’

‘Here, let me give you a hand. I’ll keep the wind from blowing you over. My, you’re as dainty as your ma used to be.’

Ignoring this, Alice took the arm Bendy offered. He escorted her inside the café and sat her down with a flourish. She laughed up at him, telling him to stop fussing, but it made no difference.

Now that both her parents were gone, Bendy was one of the few people left who remembered them when they were younger. His memories evoked her own, especially of her da, who, following an accident at the rock factory, was never the same again. He’d risked his life to save Clive, his boss’s son, who was now a friend of theirs – well, more than a friend to Marg, though she always insisted that he wasn’t.

But for all the hardship she and her brothers had faced because of their father’s changed personality, she did have a lot of fond memories too. Like the time when she visited the Tower Ballroom with Edith and Marg and she met her lovely Gerald.

Gerald, a doctor, had tried, but unfortunately not succeeded, to help her da – a time when their initial attraction deepened into a love that consumed her and brought happiness to her life. Not long after she and Gerald had married, they, along with her brothers, had moved to Newton Drive, to the lovely house Gerald’s parents had given to him before sailing off into the sunset, as they put it. Now, poverty was a thing of the past for them and they were cocooned in love. How she wished she could make everything right for Edith and Marg too.

Edith was getting there, but Marg … Poor Marg.

‘By, lass, you’re doing a lot of sighing this afternoon. Let’s hope a hot mug of tea and the chips sort you out.’ Edith smiled down at her. ‘I’m ready for mine, I can tell you. I haven’t eaten yet today.’

‘Me, too, love. Just let me get me purse out.’

‘No, you don’t have to pay, Alice. I know you said you would, but I’ll go halves.’

Marg didn’t say anything, and Alice knew she probably didn’t have a penny to offer. Wanting to cover up any embarrassment Marg might feel, Alice put on a stern voice.

‘I said I’d pay and I will. Now, don’t argue with a pregnant lady, it doesn’t do her any good.’

Edith’s mouth dropped open. ‘You’re pregnant? I thought you’d just got fat!’

‘You daft apeth. Anyway, shush, don’t tell everybody!’

‘Eeh, Alice, love.’ Marg opened her arms. ‘You always make me laugh. I just want to hug you.’

‘Ha, you’ll crush me!’

‘Crush you, I can’t even get me arms around you. Like Edith says, you’ve got fat.’

They erupted into a giggling mess then, but were pulled up by Irene, the chip shop owner, shouting at them.

‘Oi, you three, are you in here to eat or get warm? ’Cause me café ain’t for nowt else other than eating fish and chips.’

They all laughed at Irene. ‘Sorry, love, can we have three lots of fish and chips, please, and make them large. Oh, and three mugs of tea as soon as you can – we’re freezing.’

‘By, it’s good to hear you can afford that lot, Alice. I remember when you three were ragged-arsed kids, begging for the scratchings. How’s things with you all, anyroad? Eeh, I still can’t get over what happened to your family, Edith, lass. I were really sad about it.’

Alice stiffened, afraid for Edith that being reminded of the tragedy would dampen her day. But she coped. ‘Ta, Irene. I’m all right. It’s harder some days than others.’

‘And your ma and gran, Marg, how’re they doing, lass?’

‘Gran gives me the runaround, and me ma, well, she’s not too good, but keeps cheerful. Jackie’s looking after them to give me a break. I’ll tell Ma you were asking after her.’

‘Aye, do. By, that sister of yours is a one on her own. She’ll go places, she will … Well, now, Alice, you’ve landed in clover, ain’t yer? When’re you due then? You hadn’t better have it on me floor or I’ll batter it and serve it up to me customers!’

‘Irene!’

‘What? I were only having a laugh, Marg. If it happened here, I’d be over the moon. I could double me takings advertising meself as a midwife an’ all.’

After the stunned silence of the few in the café, everyone roared at this. Irene was a card, but some of her impromptu remarks were a bit too far off the mark. Alice joined in the laughter, though was glad when the bell above the door clanged, announcing the entrance of the local bobby and taking the attention away from herself.

It was a standing joke that his name was Bob – Bob the bobby – and in true bobby style, he asked, ‘Now then, what’s going on in here?’

Most laughed, but one chap called out, ‘You’re just in time to prevent a murder, Bob. One thing about you, you’re always in the right place at the right time.’

Alice jumped in. ‘Hello, Bob, we ain’t seen you in a while.’

‘Naw, that’s because you’ve all been good lasses.’ He winked at her and then gave them all a wide grin. ‘Can I queue-jump, girls? I’m late taking me break and it’s left me short of time.’

‘As long as we get our mugs of tea first,’ Alice told him. ‘We’re chilled to the bone.’

‘Coming up, Alice, lass.’

As they sat drinking their tea and warming their hands around the hot enamel mugs, Alice began to feel better. She just wished this backache would ease, but it only seemed to be getting worse.

As Edith blew away the steam from her tea, she said, ‘So, you’ve only two months to go now, Alice.’

Alice nodded and tried to smile, but a sudden pain made her catch her breath and she let out an involuntary cry.

‘Alice?’ This was said by Edith and Marg in unison.

Alice smiled. ‘Calm down, it was just a twinge. It happens.’

‘Was it the babby kicking? Can I feel? I love to put me hand on your belly when he’s moving, it makes him feel more real … Eeh, Alice, I can’t wait.’ With this, Marg put her hand on Alice’s bump.

‘No, it’s not him. He’s been good for a couple of days now. Don’t worry, you’ll know all about it yourselves one of these days; it ain’t all plain sailing, knitting and dreaming, you know! Now, do something useful and rub me back for me.’

As Marg did this, Edith said, ‘If you’re having a girl, she’s going to be born with a complex and a feeling that she weren’t expected, poor thing. I hope you’re knitting some pink things an’ all.’

‘Lemon and white, to be on the safe side. But, you know, I don’t mind what sex it is, I will love it with all my heart. I can’t wait for the day it blooming well arrives now. Anyway, Marg, your hand feels warm, but how’s the rest of you? Are you warming up, now?’

‘Aye, I am. Me belly’s beginning to feel less like an ice pit.’

‘Marg … well, look, why don’t you let—’

‘I know what you’re going to say, Alice, but no, love. You do enough for me and I ain’t going to let you buy me a coat, they cost too much. Anyroad, me coat’s all right, it were me jumper that made me cold today – I washed it and it didn’t dry in time.’

Alice sighed. She so wanted to help Marg more, but knew her pride stopped her accepting anything costly.

Edith must have caught on as she asked, ‘How long have you two got? I’m helping with the Christmas fayre at St Kentigern’s at three this afternoon and I know there’s two coats in what I unpacked for me stall. They looked about the right fit for you and Jackie, love, and those who run the stalls have the pick of the best stuff before the doors open. I could do with some help.’

‘I’ll help out, but I don’t know about buying two coats, I’ve only a couple of coppers. It’d be good to get Jackie a good warm coat, though. What about you, Alice?’

‘I’ll be all right now that I’ve had this rest. You can stop massaging now, ta, Marg, love. Me back feels a lot better.’

Alice caught Edith’s eye. She winked at her, then changed the subject. ‘Speaking of Christmas, you’re both still coming to mine, aren’t you?’

‘Aye, of course we are. Me and Philip were talking about it last night, and me and Marg have decided we’re cooking Christmas dinner, not you. You can supervise the laying of the table and that’s it!’

‘Eeh, Edith, I know me orders, lass.’

They laughed, but Marg didn’t join in. Alice knew it was difficult for her, and this was confirmed when she said, ‘Jackie’s definitely coming, nothing’s going to stop that happening, she so wants to spend it with Harry. But, well, I might not make it. It depends on how me ma is. She’s had some bad days since we all made the arrangements. Mind, me and Jackie made the pud, so no matter what I’ll send that as promised.’

‘Ooh, I love your Christmas pud, Marg. But don’t worry, you’re coming. Gerald’ll fetch your ma in his car, and she couldn’t be in better hands than his, as you know. So, all we need to know is will Clive be coming with you?’

‘No, why should he? Besides, he has his sons to spend it with.’

Alice wished the pair of them would realise their feelings for each other – well, Marg, at least, as with Clive it was obvious how he felt. But Marg just seemed to want to keep him as a friend, when he’d be so perfect for her.

‘Anyroad, if you’re sure Gerald wouldn’t mind, I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Ta, love.’

‘He won’t, we’ve already talked about it.’

‘Ooh, it’ll be grand. When me and Jackie made the Christmas pud the other night, it cheered us up no end as it brought on that Christmassy feeling. But then, Gran had us in tucks when she gave it a stir, as she said, “I wish John would come home from work and take me to bed for a cuddle and work his magic on me.” Ha! I had to stop her as it seemed like she was going to go on. Jackie was blushing like mad.’

‘Eeh, your gran’s a one.’

‘She is since she lost her marbles, Edith. Though it’s easier to cope with her since your lovely ma gave me some tips. Betty was so good with her.’

Marg noticed a change in Edith’s expression.

‘Oh, Edith, I’m sorry, lass, I shouldn’t have said.’

‘No, it’s all right, I like good memories. Ma was good with your gran.’

Alice could see the relief on Marg’s face as she turned towards her. ‘It helped an’ all, Alice, when Gerald told me that Gran’s condition was called dementia, and he explained how it was for her. How she’s missing a few pages in the book of her life and gradually losing others.’

‘I’m glad it helped you, Marg. I know it ain’t easy for you at times, but at least you understand what’s happening to Gran. Anyroad, back to Christmas. So there’ll be eleven around the table … Ooh, I feel so excited. I love Christmas! I loved the ones we used to have when we were kids. There was always a magic about it, even though we didn’t have much.’

Their fond memories were interrupted as Irene called out, ‘Three times fish and chips! Come and get it, me lasses. I’ve thrown in some bread and butter for you too.’

‘Ta, Irene, I forgot to order that.’

Edith stood. ‘Right, I’ll fetch them over. Come on, belly-up-Alice, give me your money.’

This brought their giggles back. Alice handed Edith a shilling and told her, ‘I’ll have salt and vinegar on mine, please, Edith, love.’

‘Ooh, and me an’ all, Edith. I’ll come with you, lass.’

As they went, Bob passed Alice on his way out, clutching his hot newspaper-wrapped chips. He gave her a cheery grin.

Bob had figured in their lives since they were nippers and supported them through many a crisis. They couldn’t wish for a better local bobby.

The fish and chips were delicious: lovely and hot and dripping with vinegar. But it was the light, crunchy batter that Alice loved the most. As she bit into it, memories of begging for the scratchings – the bits of batter that had not clung to the fish and had fried in the hot fat until scooped out – came to her.

Irene would put them into little cone-shaped bags and sell them for a farthing, but many a time she’d given the three of them a bag to share and they’d walked along the prom chomping on them and dodging the squawking, hungry seagulls who threatened to steel their prize. Alice smiled to herself at the memory.

When they left the café, they headed for Bendy’s stall.

Not feeling up to having a go herself as the chips were lying heavy in her, Alice tapped Marg’s shoulder. ‘Do you reckon you could win me a teddy, Marg, love? Here, take this change and do your best, eh?’

‘Eeh, you make me feel like a kid again, Alice, with buying me chips and giving me a copper or two to have a go on the stalls. All I need now is an ice cream.’

‘It’s a bit cold for that! Besides, you’ve always been better at winning than me and Edith, and I know you love having a go … Go on, there’s a good ’un, win a teddy. It’ll be me babby’s first present.’

Marg grinned and her lovely freckled face lit up. She wasn’t beautiful in the way that Edith was, with her clear-cut features, striking large hazel eyes, glossy dark hair and the elegance that being tall gave, but Marg had a nice face framed by mousy-coloured hair that tended to frizz. Her best feature was her lovely dark eyes; her strength shone through them, drawing folk to her.

As Marg tried to win a prize, Alice and Edith huddled together on the bench that stood facing the sea.

Edith found Alice’s hand. ‘When Marg comes back, we’ll go. We need to get to St Kentigern’s in good time to grab them coats, and we’ll make sure Marg can afford them between us, eh?’

Alice forced a grin onto her face. At this moment she just needed to be in the warmth again.

‘You look tired, love.’

‘Aye, I am. I’ve loved it, but the chips aren’t settling. I’ll be fine in a few moments. I just get a lot of indigestion.’

‘Well, you know what the old biddies at the factory always say when anyone’s pregnant and suffers that – that babby’ll have plenty of hair!’

‘Oh, Edith, I hope it has plenty of everything, whether it’s a girl or boy … Eeh, I didn’t mean …’

Edith burst out laughing. ‘Aye, blessed in every department!’

‘Edith!’ Shocked, as Edith was the last one to come out with innuendos, Alice playfully slapped her shoulder, though was secretly glad to have made Edith laugh.

When Edith sobered, she said, ‘You know, I miss being at yours, Alice, love. Especially when your Gerald’s on nights. We used to have such a laugh when the lads went to do their own thing in their rooms and we were left on our own.’

‘We did, and I miss you an’ all, so much, Edith. How’re you finding it back in the old street and living on your own?’

‘It’s good to be back among them we know, and I’ve Marg next door for support, but I have to admit, it isn’t always easy seeing me old house across the road and imagining me da and ma sitting outside in the sunshine. It’s still very painful.’

‘I know, love, it will be, but all is coming right now. Well, for us. Me happily married and with me first babby on the way, and you engaged to Philip.’

‘Aye, we’re lucky, but poor Marg still goes through the mill.’

They had no time to say more as a triumphant Marg called them over. ‘I won! I thought you’d like to choose the teddy, Alice, love.’

‘Aw, well done, Marg, and ta, love.’

Alice knew the teddy bear she wanted the minute she laid eyes on it: the fluffy yellow one with large button eyes, one of which was half covered with black felt as if winking. He looked adorable with his black and white scarf tied around his neck.

Once Bendy had hooked him off the shelf and handed him to her, she clutched him to her stomach. ‘What do reckon to this, little one, eh?’

Bendy grinned. ‘By, Alice, lass, you’re blooming more than usual. Good luck to you – I hope it’s a little girl as pretty as you and your ma.’

Edith put in quickly, ‘Eeh, Alice, I love the way you talk to your babby as if he’s already here.’

Alice knew she was trying to cover for Bendy having mentioned her ma.

‘He is to me, Edith, love, he’s part of me – a real little person.’

Bendy didn’t seem to pick up on anything amiss as he said, ‘Let me get me brother to take you wherever you’re going, Alice, he’s had a quiet day. His taxi’s only just around the corner, and I’ll make sure it’s a free ride an’ all.’

They all gratefully accepted the offer, and as they climbed in Alice said, ‘Right, me Halfpenny Girls, let’s go bargain hunting, eh?’

‘Me da named us that, didn’t he, Alice?’

‘He did, Edith, love. We were playing out when he called over, “You three are the Halfpenny Girls,” then said something about us being poor but having the riches of friendship. And that’s what we’ve been called ever since and will always be, no matter how our fortunes change.’

Sitting back, Alice felt a sense of happiness settle in her. Life had dealt them all a bad hand, but it was full of promise now – wasn’t it? She quickly dispelled this doubting question as she shifted her body to get comfy and patted her belly.




TWO

Marg

The church hall looked like a fairyland, decorated as it was in tinsel and paper chains. Marg clasped her hands together. ‘Ooh, look, I’ve got that Christmassy feeling again.’

‘Doesn’t it look lovely? And Joey had a hand in making the decorations too. All the schoolkids did.’

‘Aw, Alice, that’s a lovely touch and it’s to raise money for the Christmas party and to buy a gift for each child … Eeh, look at that!’

Marg looked up to where Edith was pointing. A large bunch of mistletoe hung from the ceiling beam. ‘Ha, we’d better watch out, Father Malley loves to grab a peck on the cheek at Christmas time, which is fine, but his breath always stinks of onions!’

Marg saw something different in Edith’s face as she said this. She knew the Church and Father Malley meant a lot to her. She and Philip attended church every week, as did her Jackie, but then, she knew that was only because Harry did. She couldn’t see anything in it herself and knew Alice didn’t either. Though she did believe, she just didn’t think she needed to sit in a cold pew every Sunday morning for God to know that.

Not that she was friends with Him at the moment anyway, the way he sent trouble to their door every five minutes – or so it seemed.

‘Right, let’s get busy, girls. This is my stall and I’ve a lot of bags to get through.’

‘Eeh, Edith, where did all this come from?’

‘It’s collected from the posh lot. I even collected from Alice as she’s one of them now.’

Alice gave Edith another playful slap. ‘I’m not and I’ll never be! Anyway, did you keep that blouse aside for yourself like I told you to, Edith? It was Gerald’s ma’s. She told me to do what I liked with what she left behind. She loved jumble sales and the like, so I give a few of her bits to anyone who comes around collecting for them.’

‘I did. It’s with a costume I like, but let’s find them coats, shall we?’

These were easily located and Marg loved the one Edith had in mind for her. When she tried it on it fitted her a treat. It hung to her thighs, had a huge collar and was a wraparound to keep her snug. The colour – chocolate brown – was just right for her. Hugging it around her, she felt a million dollars, as she’d heard the stars say at the flicks. She did a twirl and snuggled the collar around her neck.

‘Aw, Edith, I love it, but they’ll never agree to a penny for it. Let’s have a look at the one you think will be nice for Jackie and I’ll spend me tuppence on that.’

She couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice, but it helped to see the lovely dark-grey coat and know that it would be just right for Jackie. It had a sort of business-like look, and yet was fashionable too.

Alice asked, ‘How much are they, Edith?’

‘We’re not allowed to price anything for ourselves, love.’

‘Well then, take it off Marg and let me take them to who decides.’

Marg had a sneaky feeling that whatever the price, Alice would pay and then tell her the coats were just tuppence. Though torn about this, she so wanted them and didn’t object.

Besides, this is how it was with the three of them: when the chips were down, the others propped them up.

But Edith didn’t think Alice’s idea a good one. ‘I’ll go, Alice. I’ll take them to Maud, she’s a good ’un. If you go, she’ll know you can afford to pay over the odds. I’ll tell her I’ll bring the money to her at the end.’

Marg didn’t miss the knowing look that passed between them and loved them for the little game they were playing.

As Edith left, Alice said they should get on with emptying some more of the bags, but Marg wasn’t going to allow that. She felt worried at how peaky Alice looked.

‘Not we. You sit on that chair and sort that bag out there, and I’ll go through these.’

As she moved the chair Marg got a glimpse through the window. ‘Eeh, it feels like Christmas already with how the ice is shining white on the pavements and clinging to the trees around the church, making lacy patterns out of the webs. And oh, this hall! Look, there’s even a Christmas tree, though it ain’t decorated yet. I’d love to decorate a tree, but we ain’t afforded one for a good while.’

‘Won’t your da get you one?’

‘Don’t call him that, Alice, he ain’t no da to me. I called him Uncle Eric all me life, and though I did call him Da when I first found out who he really was, I struggle to even say his name now after how he’s treated us. Anyway, when it suited him he did buy us stuff at Christmas, but never a tree.’

‘So, things are no better then? I know it were a shock to find out he was your da, but I thought with you knowing how he was duped by your ma that you’d accept him more.’

‘No, he ain’t been back to ours since Ma deceived him by telling him she had cancer when she didn’t. Anyroad, I ain’t bothered. His way of going on ain’t mine, with his rackets and his money lending. Did you hear how he beat Mr Carson almost to death because he missed a payment? It was terrifying, all the street were out. Every time he kicked him he said, “That’s for the pint you had at dinner, and that’s for the second one,” and so on, till Ada dashed over with her rolling pin and hit him. Then he stood and turned around, looking at everyone who’d gathered, and said, “Let this be a lesson to you all. You pay your dues. You don’t pee it up the wall after spending it on beer and gin!”’

A shudder went through Marg as she remembered how Eric had turned to glare at her. His face had an evil expression as he spat at her, ‘And that includes you! You owe me, Marg.’ His finger wagged at her. ‘And one day, you’ll pay.’

‘Are you all right, Marg? Look, I’ll tell you what, you can decorate my tree, eh? I wouldn’t manage it and the lads don’t have a clue. Gerald said he’d try, but I think it needs a woman’s touch. How about you do it on Christmas Eve while I help Edith prepare the veg and stuff the cockerel? You can do it just how you want.’

Marg made herself smile as she said, ‘Ta. Eeh, I can’t believe we have just eight days to go to Christmas Day … Alice, one day, I’ll repay you for everything.’

‘To see that smile’s payment enough, love. Anyroad, all I need is to know you’re all right. You and Edith. If you are, then I am.’

‘Hey, having a sneaky hug while I do all the bargaining, are you?’

They both laughed as they parted. Marg’s spirits soared as Edith added, ‘There you go, Marg. A penny three farthings, so you’ve a farthing left to spend, lass.’

She didn’t say that she knew what had gone on. She just accepted it as them returning the love that she had for them both.

Early Monday morning had been busy for Marg and it wasn’t yet seven. She fretted over how she’d be late for work again, and for the umpteenth time wondered how she’d hung on to her part-time job at Bradshaw’s Biscuit Factory for so long, but she had to – her income and the little money Jackie earned working at Blake’s accountants’ office was all they had to survive on.

Jackie should be at college really; she was clever enough, and Marg had worked hard to afford tutors so that Jackie could continue her education in the evenings after school, which had resulted in her gaining her school certificate with honours. But the college education and university that Marg had dreamt of had eluded her – it had eluded most girls, but especially those from poor backgrounds.

Even the influence of her tutor hadn’t been enough to open doors to a scholarship for Jackie, and Marg’s dreams of her making a different life for herself didn’t look like they’d ever be realised as she’d settled for a job that she loved, but led nowhere.

Marg sighed in frustration as she thought about how Alice's brother Harry had stood a better chance. He and Jackie had studied together in the evenings alongside Edith. Always a clever lad, but without the chance to shine in the past, he’d come along in leaps and bounds, but had seemed to throw it all away.

Instead of taking the college scholarship that Gerald had arranged for him, Harry had chosen to follow in his father’s footsteps and work at the rock factory.

Not wanting to let her anger at this take hold, Marg concentrated on helping her ma to breathe.

For a long time now, she’d adopted the method she’d been taught by Ada Arkwright, who’d been a nurse in the Great War and lived across the road. Ada acted as nurse, doctor and midwife to those who lived in Whittaker Avenue and the surrounding area.

The method was to lean her ma face down over the side of the bed with a bowl under her, and massage her back to aid her in shifting the gunge from her lungs.

This had always helped, more so since Gerald had come into their lives and had given her a regular supply of medication to loosen her ma’s chest.

‘Eeh, Ma, don’t give up. Bring it all out and you’ll be better then.’

Ma gasped. The wheezing sound she made frightened Marg. ‘Jackie, fetch Ada, will you, lass? Ask her to come in earlier for us.’

Jackie came in from the kitchen, her face ashen white. ‘Ma? Ma!’

‘Go on, lass. Ada’ll soon fix her.’

As Jackie left, Gran came toddling through from the front room, her long nightie clinging to her with the dampness of her having wet the bed again. Her toothless mouth was slack until she saw what was going on and then the life came back into her face.

‘The only thing that’ll fix her is Eric coming back. You should fetch him. And who are you? What are you doing, lass? Are you a nurse, eh?’

‘It’s me, Gran. Marg.’ She chose not to comment on what Gran had said about Eric, and instead watched as her gran made her way to her chair by the fireplace, despite there not yet being a towel on it to protect it from her making it damp and smelly.

‘I could do with a pot of tea, dear.’

Marg almost laughed. Gran hadn’t a clue of the urgency of the situation. ‘In a mo, love.’

Relief flooded Marg then as Jackie returned with Ada. But Ada’s opening words worried her. ‘I’m not a charity, you know, lass. You ain’t paid me for last week yet. I’ve a mind to stop coming in at all.’

‘No, Ada, please. We couldn’t manage if I had to give me job up. I’m sorry, but the rent man insisted I paid him a bit more of what I owed him. I’ll catch up with your payments, I promise.’

Jackie joined her plea to Marg’s. ‘Ada, please. I’m starting me evening job at the corner shop again soon, Mr Fairweather wants more hours than Marg can give him, so we’ll manage your payment better then.’

‘Well, all right, but this’ll be a tanner extra. Now, let me look at you, Vera, lass. By, that chest of yours sounds bad today.’

Despite her meanness, Marg felt confident that Ada would never refuse to treat her ma. But if Ada decided she would no longer keep an eye on Ma and Gran each morning, Marg didn’t know what she would do. Despite Jackie’s brave words, she’d already promised the rent man and the milk man, not to mention the tallyman, that they would have a bit above what she gave them out of the extra Jackie would bring in.

‘Ada, I’ve got to go. I daren’t be late again. Jackie, will you see to Gran, love? Will you have time before work?’

‘Aye, don’t worry. I’ve an hour and a half before I have to leave. You get off.’

As she made for the door, feeling like a coiled spring of anxiety, Marg was cheered a little as she heard Jackie say in a gentle voice, ‘All right, Gran? I’ll pour you a drop of tea, love, then I’ll fill the tin bath and give you a nice soak. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

A tear stung her eye as her beloved gran answered, ‘Aye, me little lass, I would. And I’m glad that one’s left. Why you let her in here when we’ve got Ada, I don’t know.’

Before Marg could dwell on this, Edith came out of her house next door.

Edith becoming the new tenant after old Ethel had died suddenly a few months ago had so lifted Marg. Just to have one of her friends living near to her again filled her with joy. Though Marg knew that she’d never get used to old Ethel having gone. She’d been a one-off character who had many a time threatened her, Edith and Alice with having the piddle pot emptied over them if they didn’t stop making a racket.

Marg sighed. There’d been good times despite everything – long summer evenings with her, Alice and Edith sitting on her step drinking cocoa and having a laugh till late at night.

Edith interrupted her thoughts. ‘Morning, Marg, lass. Eeh, it’s another freezing one. Hey, what’s to do? You’re crying!’

‘No, it’s … well, you know. Life. Come on, let’s get a move on, lass. The quicker I’m in the hustle and bustle of the factory, the better.’

‘You haven’t got your new coat on, love.’

‘I couldn’t wear that for work, could I? Ha, I’d be called all sorts. But I’ve got me thick jumper on so I’m warm enough.’

‘Well, you’ve got a point there, it is a bit posh. It’ll be nice for you when you go out on your walks with Clive, though.’ Edith nudged her. ‘He’ll sit up and take notice then, lass.’

Marg ignored this. She knew it was the mission of Edith and Alice to set her up with Clive and they never missed a trick to hint about it.

When they reached Bradshaw’s biscuit factory and clocked in, the usual banter started. Only lately, since it had been made public that Edith was engaged to the boss’s son, some of it wasn’t so nice. There was usually one who liked to have a dig.

‘By, Miss Fancy Pants is still living hand-to-mouth and coming into work then? No rags-to-riches story for you like it was for Alice, is it, lass?’

Marg felt her temper rise. ‘Edith ain’t no Miss Fancy Pants, Ida. She lives in the same street as us and is the same lass you’ve always known. You should be pleased for her after all she’s been through.’

‘Well … I am, but better we keep our station in life than look down on them who can’t rise.’

Edith, red in the face, went to defend herself. ‘I never—’ But before she could finish her sentence, Mrs Robinson, the forewoman – or Moaning Minnie, as she was more commonly known – came teetering in on her too-high heels with her hair piled high. The way she plastered her face with make-up, she looked for all the world as if she was going to make money on the streets rather than lord it over them all.

‘None of that, Ida. Edith is the same girl we’ve always known and isn’t about to change. Now, get yourselves to the line and hurry up or the biscuits will be dropping off the end.’

It was Phyllis who changed the atmosphere. Blowing fumes of stale alcohol, she said, ‘Ida, you’re a nasty bitch. You don’t speak for us all. Besides, watch yourself, lass, Edith could be your boss one day and then you’d have to bring your head down from up your arse.’

Ida hurried away, giving a loud humph as she went.

When Edith had lived with her family across the road from Marg, Ida had been her next-door neighbour and friend, but that all changed when Ida tried to wheedle a few bits of Edith’s furniture for nothing after the terrible tragedy had happened.

Knowing Edith was destitute, Marg had turned Ida away. She’d turned nasty with Edith and had been that way ever since. It made Marg’s blood boil.

Linking arms with Edith, she told her, ‘Don’t mind them lot, Edith. You’ll soon be out of here, lass.’

‘I will if I pass me exam, Marg.’

‘Aye, but you’ll do that easily, love. It’s just a pity you don’t know what happened to your school certificate. Now you’ve to take the exam again. Can’t you apply to somebody to see if it’s on record?’

‘Philip did say he’d look into it, but as I have to show it as proof of having gained it, I thought it better to take it again, just in case.’

‘Well, you passed it once so it’ll be no trouble to pass it again. Mr Grimshaw will see to that. He got our Jackie through hers, so don’t worry … But, aw, Edith, just fancy, you’ll be a teacher one day and Philip’s already one, when we all thought he’d remain here till he took over from his da. By, I’m proud of you.’

‘Ta, love, but I won’t be a teacher for a good while yet, if ever. There’s a few stages and, well, I don’t hold much to me chances, even though Philip thinks it will happen.’

‘He must have some influence, but by, I bet it didn’t go down well with his parents, him upping sticks and not following in their footsteps.’

‘No, it didn’t. His parents haven’t forgiven him. To them it was a sudden decision, but Philip had been studying to take his final teaching certificate for a long time.’

‘Well, good for him, it’s his life.’

‘Aye, but I can’t fathom his parents. They don’t approve of me, nor will they have anything to do with me, but they haven’t sacked me … Eeh, they take the biscuit, how they can be like they are. After all, they were nobodies themselves who rose up in life.’

‘Ha, well, they make biscuits, so they may as well take them an’ all.’

They both giggled at this and for Marg the anguish of the morning lifted.

When the dinner gong sounded and the whirring of the machinery ground to a halt, Edith came with her to the cloakroom. ‘I’ll get me sarnies and come out with you, Marg. Have you got to get straight home, lass?’

‘Aye, I have as Ada came in early. She’ll charge me the earth if I keep her late an’ all. I’ll see you tonight and I’ll have tea ready for you.’

‘That’ll be grand. But don’t buy anything for tea; go into mine and you’ll find a ham shank on me cold slab. It’s big enough to feed us all.’

‘Ta, Edith, I was wondering what I’d do, and here were me asking you to share in nothing – or “nowt”, as me gran would say. Eeh, she’ll love a bit of boiled ham off the bone. I’ll do some chips and egg with it. I’ve enough money to get half a dozen.’

‘No, don’t buy them, I’ve plenty. There’s a farm next door to where Philip lives with his sister. You remember, he moved out when life became unbearable with his parents? Well, he gets cheap eggs now and he’s always bringing me some so help yourself. Have you got some spuds?’

‘I have. A sack full. Clive brought them round.’

‘Ha, I thought boyfriends brought flowers, not spuds!’

‘Or eggs?’ Marg laughed with Edith. She didn’t bother denying that Clive, the son of the owner of Barnes rock factory, and now a partner in the business himself, was her boyfriend. No one seemed to understand that a man and woman could be just friends. Oh, she knew that Clive wanted more from her, and was very patient, considering they’d been friends for over a year now. It wasn’t that she didn’t think a lot of him, but her life was too complicated for a proper relationship. They could never go out – well, not out in the sense of spending a night at the Tower or going to a café or to Leyton Institute for a drink. Though, on occasion, when Gran was in bed and Ma was comfortable, and Jackie, Harry and Edith were in the house studying, they did go for walks together as opposed to just standing or sitting outside her house having a laugh and a natter.

Marg loved those walks and loved to hear Clive telling her about his little sons and his work, and how Harry was doing so well working for him, progressing through all the processes as if he’d been training for years.

Once, when Clive was telling her about his wife dying and the day of the accident in his factory, when Alice’s da had saved him from a falling beam, he’d tried to hold her hand, but she’d snatched it away. She regretted that now, feeling sure that Clive had only been looking for comfort. She should have given it to him. He deserved that much from her. He was so good to her, bringing her gifts that would ease her situation a little.

Feeling a little guilty at the memory prompted Marg to promise to herself that next time they walked out, she’d link arms with Clive.

Edith nudged her. ‘Are you daydreaming? I thought you had to hurry home.’

‘Aye, I should go, love.’

‘Well, if you can stay a mo, Marg, you could share me sandwiches, I made enough.’

‘Eeh, ta, Edith, me belly feels as though me throat’s been cut. But I’ll have to eat it on the way, if that’s all right.’ Sensing there was more to Edith wanting to delay her, she added, ‘Is anything wrong, Edith, lass?’

They were outside the factory door. This side entrance opened up onto Mansfield Road and Marg only had to cross over that, nip along to Talbot Road and then she was just a stone’s throw from home.

‘Well, not exactly, only me nerves. I can’t stop thinking that I weren’t cut out to be a teacher. Oh, I’ve always wanted to be one, but will they accept me? They’re all posh, aren’t they?’

‘Don’t be daft, you’ll get through this exam and then you can go on from there. Besides, I don’t remember all of our teachers being posh; some spoke the same as we do. Don’t give up, Edith. And if that’s all that’s worrying you, well … maybe if you learnt to talk like the posh ones, you know, like Philip and Gerald speak, you’d feel better.’

‘Aye, one of our teachers did talk like us, and then tried to correct us. We used to giggle at that, but she did stop us saying “knaw” and “naw” for “know” and “no” and “nowt” for nothing.’

‘Aye, so I suppose me, you and Alice have a bit of a head start, as Jackie and Harry always use the Lancashire version. And knowing you, you’d soon learn the rest of the King’s English.’

‘I’ve thought about it and I’ve spoken to Philip too, but he laughs and says he loves me as I am and doesn’t want me to change.’

‘Aw, that’s nice, but it don’t give you the confidence you need.’ Not able to resist the sandwich any longer, Marg bit into it. ‘Mmm, these sarnies are delicious. I haven’t tasted cheese in a long time.’

‘Glad you like it, love. And you’re right. I could learn, then just speak proper when I have to.’

‘Aye, it won’t be sarnies, but sandwiches, and no saying “eeh”. Posh folk say, “oh”. So, not, “Eeh, lass, it’s a grand day and these sarnies are lovely,” but “Oh, my dear, what a spiffing day it is and I am so enjoying these sandwiches.”’

Edith burst out laughing at Marg’s exaggerated accent, spluttering breadcrumbs all over her. Marg pushed her. ‘You dirty madam. You can’t go around doing that either!’

They both laughed then, and Marg realised things weren’t so bad.

As she walked home, what to do about presents for Christmas occupied her mind and she panicked to think how late she’d left it.

Mulling the problem over, it came to her that she could unravel one of her old cardigans. One was a lovely royal blue and hadn’t faded at all. She could knit Jackie a woolly hat and mittens out of the wool as there’d be plenty for that. She was a fast knitter and loved doing it; she could have the hat done in an afternoon using four pins, and that would leave her four more afternoons to make the mittens. With Jackie at work, she wouldn’t know anything about it.

The idea pleased Marg. Eeh, I love giving surprises.

Gran could do with some slippers, and Ma, some nice-smelling soap. Ma loved the smell of violets. Totting it up in her mind, she decided that she could get the slippers off the tallyman. Though she knew she shouldn’t, she also knew he was always willing to give her a bit more credit, and the soap wouldn’t be that much. What she’d do for Edith and Alice, she didn’t know. They were bound to buy her something. Mind, they wouldn’t expect anything from her.

This thought didn’t settle her mind, though, and for the rest of her walk she battled with the problem. Then it came to her: there was that box of lace hankies Eric had bought her when she was younger; she’d never taken them out of the box. She could get Gran to embroider one with an ‘E’ and one with an ‘A’. They’d love them.

They’ll be something from me that’ll stay with them forever.

Excitement warmed her as she walked the last few steps to home. For now, she had so much to look forward to and to busy herself with. It all made life seem a lot brighter than it had when she’d left for work that morning.




THREE

Edith

When Edith arrived home from work at six that evening, Philip’s car was parked outside. She knew he would have let himself in. As she entered, he stood from where he’d been sitting on her sofa – the only comfy seating she had, which she’d bought from a second-hand shop.

Her front door, like Marg’s and all the terraced houses in the street, opened into the living room. Edith’s was sparsely furnished. Besides the sofa, there was a table and chairs and her precious footstool that had rested her late da’s feet during all the years he was ill.

In the alcove next to the fireplace stood her bureau, the only other item she’d salvaged from her family home. Always scratched and damaged and used as a dumping ground in the past, Clive, who had an interest in carpentry, had done it up for her. Now it was a beautiful piece and housed all she needed for her studies.

With the downstairs freshly painted and her using the front room for a bedroom, all in all, it was a lovely little home for her, though she longed for the day she and Philip could marry. But many factors held them back – not least her need to recover from the awful tragedy of last year when her brother had caused the deaths of her parents and then taken his own life, leaving her lost and broken.

At first, she’d thought she’d done the wrong thing moving just over the road from her old home, but she’d found comfort in watching the family that now lived there go about their normal, happy life, and she loved being back in her familiar neighbourhood living next door to Marg.

Philip held his arms open to her and she went into the loving feel of them.

‘Heavy day, darling?’

‘Aye. What about you, you look tired?’

His sigh told her all wasn’t well. ‘I stupidly went to see Mother. Father was out on business. I should listen to Patricia, but I can’t break ties with them; they are my parents and I love them, for all their faults.’

Edith didn’t say anything, she just put her hand up and touched his face.

‘I got the usual from Mother – how could I do what I had done? That they’d had such hopes for me taking over the running of the biscuit factory, making a good marriage and making them proud. And then the punchline – how could I break their hearts like this? Becoming a teacher is demeaning. They worked their fingers to the bone getting where they are today and they’ve already had to endure Patricia marrying Wilf, a common carpenter – her words, not mine – when she could have married Derek Farrow, heir to the business empire that his father owns.’

Edith sighed. She’d heard this so many times, but she didn’t say so. ‘Eeh, Philip. How can they not see that your job is an honourable one? You teach languages at Rossall, a top private school, and one where you have to be very talented to be accepted as one of the masters.’

‘I think my father does. He sometimes gives me a look, but he likes to keep the peace. Mother, though, sees teaching as “beneath” me, something only the working class do.’

‘Aw, Philip, you should do as Patricia does and ignore them – I don’t mean cut them out of your life, they’re your parents, but, well, take what they say with a pinch of salt and don’t let it upset you so much.’

‘I know. Lodging with Patricia and Wilf, I get preached that on a regular basis.’

‘Well, you should take note. Anyroad, love, I’m so glad you’re here. Marg’s getting tea – I mean, dinner – ready. It’s ham on the bone with chips and egg; I’ll just nip round to hers and tell her to do an extra egg. There’s plenty of ham, and I know she always does a mountain of chips and ends up giving them to the kids in the street in a piece of newspaper – she’s like a regular chip shop at times.’

Philip grinned and Edith thought how handsome he was with his dark hair tamed by Brylcreem and his neat moustache. For the umpteenth time she marvelled that he loved her. Her voice sounded croaky to herself as she told him, ‘When I get back, I’ll have a quick wash and change as I smell of biscuits and must look awful.’

Philip kissed her hair. ‘You’re beautiful, Edith. You could never look awful.’

She pushed him away playfully. ‘You’re biased! I’ll be back in a mo, then I’ll get you a pot of tea.’

‘Ha, I’ll never get used to you calling a cup of tea a pot. But no, I’ll get a glass of water, thanks.’

Edith smiled, but couldn’t help but feel stung by his words. She hated any reference to the yawning gap in their social positions. She accepted it, but it still unnerved her. So far she hadn’t had to mix with his colleagues at the posh school, but she dreaded doing so. She loved his sister Patricia, and felt totally accepted by her and her husband, Wilf. And their girls, Sophie and Eliza, were adorable. Not that she saw much of them, as they were away at boarding school, and during school holidays seemed to be involved in so many activities that took them away from home.

I just don’t ever want to let Philip down.

Sighing, she thought again about taking elocution lessons, as she knew it was mainly the way she spoke that caused her to be looked down upon.

As she opened the door, Philip said, ‘Darling, dinner won’t be too long, will it? Only, I thought we’d go to the church. You remember Father Malley asked for volunteers to help put the crib up and gather some holly to decorate the church? I’ve got a back seat full of it from the farm next door, and dripping with berries too.’

‘Eeh, that’d be grand, I had thought about it. But them berries don’t bode well. You know what they say – laden berries mean a harsh winter as nature’s making sure there’s food for her birds.’

‘Well, it’s promising that already. I can’t remember it ever being so cold in December. It’s like March weather.’

As Edith opened the door to Marg’s, the delicious smell of the ham cooking wafted over. Marg was busy unravelling a jumper. She was winding the wool around the back of a kitchen chair as she undid it row by row. Gentle snores came from her ma, who looked so peaceful in the bed Marg had brought down for her.

Though convenient for Vera’s needs, the room now looked crowded as their huge sofa stood in front of the bed, with Gran’s rocking chair to the side of the hearth. Added to this was a sideboard under the window and a table and chairs on the opposite wall. But the room hadn’t lost that cosy feel it always had, and felt warm with a roaring fire dancing up the chimney.

‘Hello, Edith. Eeh, come in quick and shut the door, it
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