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Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II

21ST APRIL 1926 – 8TH SEPTEMBER 2022

I was excited by the prospect of writing about Queen Elizabeth’s post-war coronation and the effects it had on the residents of Weatherfield, as I was writing the story not long after the whole nation had celebrated Her Majesty’s platinum jubilee in 2022. However, when this book was in the initial stages of planning no one would have guessed that by the time the manuscript was complete Her Majesty’s epic reign would have come to a record-breaking end and we would be in the throes of preparing for the crowning of a new king, Charles III, in what will be only the second coronation to be celebrated in more than seventy years. It is strange now to think that we were living through the final days of Queen Elizabeth’s reign even as I was writing about how the country celebrated the beginning, and I feel privileged to have been able to write a story set in the earliest days of the remarkable era of Britain’s longest reigning monarch. 

It seems fitting therefore to dedicate this book to the memory of our late queen, who devoted herself to a life of service for her people.




Chapter 1

Early spring 1953

Josie Bradshaw clamped her jaw and punched a fist into her open hand the way her father used to when his temper got the better of him. She didn’t care what anyone else on the bus might think of her, she was angry. She felt the hot tears scalding behind her eyes although she knew there was no danger of them spilling onto her already flaming cheeks because she never cried and she trusted now that she was as firmly in control as ever. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t upset. She was furious that she had been dismissed from her job at Pauldens, one of the large department stores in Manchester’s city centre – unjustly in her opinion – and she needed to express her disapproval somehow; so, as the single-decker Weatherfield bus pulled away from its stand in the bus station, she kicked out at the seat in front, boldly meeting the gaze of the white-haired woman sitting there who turned round to indicate her displeasure. The woman glared but Josie held her gaze defiantly and the woman looked away first. 

Josie then turned her attention to the raindrops that were plopping onto the grubby windows and dripping onto the pavement, turning yesterday’s thin covering of clean white snow into muddy brown slush. She soon forgot about the woman, thinking back over the events of the morning and how quickly they had escalated into what the manager had insisted on calling ‘a situation’. 

It shouldn’t have happened that way at all, as she had told the department supervisor who was responsible for overseeing the sales of all the perfumes and eau de colognes. 

‘I didn’t mean to overcharge the lady. It was an accident,’ Josie said and she had apologized immediately in her own mumbling fashion. But that hadn’t been good enough it seemed, and what she resented most was being humiliated by the floor manager who had then been summoned – far too quickly in Josie’s opinion – to sort out the problem. There was no problem as far as Josie was concerned: it had all been resolved. The woman had been given the extra change that she was owed and everyone should have been happy, but the manager had not been able to let it rest and had continued to chastise Josie until the young girl had snapped and spoken out in her usual forthright way without thinking. 

‘It wasn’t my fault! I think you’re just being mean to carry on making such a fuss about something that has already been sorted out,’ she’d told the manager angrily. ‘I’ve apologized and that should be enough. Or is it because I come from Weatherfield that you don’t think I’m good enough to be serving in Pauldens?’ She’d said the name in a hoity-toity voice and she saw, too late, that the manager had taken immediate offence. Josie should have remembered that her sassy tongue had got her into trouble in the past and she shouldn’t have been surprised when she had been given her marching orders on the spot. 

She hadn’t been at Pauldens very long, which she knew wouldn’t look good when she tried to get another job, but it was too late to think about that now, the damage had been done. She had been hired at the beginning of December in anticipation of the increase in trade at Christmas and although she hadn’t particularly enjoyed being a sales assistant she had hoped to work there a little longer than a few short months. 

‘Just because I’m the least experienced I suppose I’m expendable now,’ she muttered in defiance, as she was shepherded upstairs to retrieve her coat and handbag from the staff room. ‘It’s not that I wanted a job like this in the first place. I told my mother that I didn’t want to work in a shop.’ She didn’t care if she did sound disparaging, but she didn’t add that there hadn’t been time to organize much else after her widowed mother, Marjorie Bradshaw, had announced her engagement to Paddy O’Riordan, a comedian she had met while touring on the music hall circuit. Marjorie was coming to the end of her long and successful show business career and was looking forward to a change of pace in her life. She had starred in countless variety shows, singing and dancing all over the northwest, but now she was ready to retire and had agreed to go with Paddy to Ireland, almost immediately, to take over the running of a pub he had an interest in. 

The wedding had quickly followed the engagement announcement and there had been little time for Josie to reappraise her own position. As a young girl she had enjoyed the family’s nomadic existence, and had had a lot of fun helping out behind the scenes, touring the region while her mother was singing and dancing on the stage. But since reaching the age of twenty-one she had realized that she wanted more from life than trailing in her mother’s wake. She needed more independence, needed the time and space to fulfil her own dreams and to strike out in her own direction. The problem was that she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, although she had found out the hard way that working as a sales assistant in a large department store shop was not it. 

Josie sat on the bus, frowning as she thought about her situation. She had turned down the opportunity to join Paddy and Marjorie in their new life in Ireland, and had moved into lodgings in Weatherfield, but she needed money to pay the rent even though her landlady, Elsie Lappin, was an old friend of her mother’s from their travelling days. Josie knew she would have to find another job as quickly as possible if she was to pay her own way and she began to wish she had accepted her mother’s invitation to go to Ireland. 

Josie rubbed the condensation that had gathered on the bus window with her sleeve, determined not to let the murky greyness of a typical Manchester day dampen her spirits. The traffic was heavier than she had seen for a while and she wondered how long it would take to get to Weatherfield. It was not a journey that she usually undertook at this time of day. With that sobering thought she settled back into the almost threadbare upholstery of her seat, wondering what she should tell Elsie about the circumstances that had led to her sacking.




Chapter 2

Elsie Lappin had run the corner shop at number 15 Coronation Street more or less single-handed for several years now after she had stepped away from a fruitful stage career but she had never lost touch with Marjorie Bradshaw who, for a while, had been her stage partner, the other half of a singing duo. When her old friend had contacted her to explain her change of circumstances and her concern about her daughter’s well-being, alone in Weatherfield, Elsie immediately offered to help in any way she could. 

‘It’s a roof over her head, that’s what the lass needs right now,’ Marjorie had explained. ‘She’s adamant she doesn’t want to come with us, so once me and Paddy’s hitched and we set sail for Ireland she’ll be on her own.’

‘How old is she now?’ Elsie wanted to know. ‘It’s years since I’ve seen her.’

‘She’s twenty-one, not far off your girls as I recall.’

‘Of course!’ Elsie said, remembering. 

‘And she’s just got herself a good job at Pauldens in Manchester. I’m ever so pleased about it, but she needs somewhere decent to stay.’ 

‘That sounds good.’ Elsie was impressed that Josie had taken such an initiative. ‘At least it sounds like she’s not just sitting on her backside like some girls of her age do. As you say, she’s about the same age as my girls. I’m not sure they’d show so much gumption. She’s obviously got her head screwed on the right way.’

‘She has that,’ Marjorie agreed. ‘Well, most times,’ she added after a moment’s hesitation and she laughed.

‘Though I’m sorry to hear she won’t be following her mother’s footsteps onto the stage.’ Elsie sighed. ‘Neither one of my lasses was interested in a stage career either.’ She thought for a moment, then she said, ‘It might be a bit of a squeeze but if it will put your mind at rest, I could offer your Josie board and lodgings.’ 

‘Could you? Would you?’ Marjorie sounded delighted. ‘Just until she finds her feet in Weatherfield. That would be fabulous. She’d be able to pay her own way, of course, I’d even pay for her myself to help her get settled as it would be such a weight off my mind – you’ve no idea.’ 

Elsie was gratified to hear the relief in her friend’s voice. She was pleased that she was in a position to be able to help. She liked to think that she was doing a good deed for an old mate and she happily ignored the nagging thought at the back of her mind that maybe she ought to have checked out her offer of hospitality with her daughters first. 

‘You mean I’ve got to move out of the box room that Shelagh and I worked so hard to clear?’ Elsie was surprised by the vehemence of the attack in Hilda’s voice when she made the announcement. ‘But I’ve only just moved into it! And it’s mine. You promised!’

‘Be your age, Hilda. Stop acting like a spoilt kid. How old are you?’ Elsie couldn’t help snapping back. 

‘I’m practically twenty as you well know and that’s old enough in my book to have a room of my own and not to have to share a bed with my kid sister who needs the bigger room because it’s got a fireplace in it and she needs warmth when she’s bronchial. If she didn’t, then she’d be having the box room, no question!’ 

Elsie shook her head. ‘Maybe you should take a leaf out of Josie Bradshaw’s book and move out! Go and find your own rooms and see what you get.’

Hilda looked so shocked it was a few moments before she rallied. ‘I thought you said she was being forced out as her mother’s leaving town?’ she began to argue.

‘Well, yes, she is, but she could have taken the easy route and gone with her mum to her new home in Ireland.’ Elsie wasn’t sure why she was bothering when she knew there was really no point in arguing with Hilda when she was in this sort of mood. Besides, she would get over it, particularly if Elsie showed Hilda how they would all benefit financially from the move. Anyway, the deed was done, though she did now pause to wonder exactly what she might be taking on. 

Elsie unlocked the front door, pulled back the bolts and rolled up the blinds on the shop windows in preparation for the start of another day. She sighed heavily and shook her head. The lodger had arrived but it was taking longer than she’d expected for them all to settle into a peaceful new routine. At least a peace of sorts will reign here for the next few hours, she thought. The girls had gone off to their respective jobs at the canteen in Elliston’s rainwear factory and wouldn’t be back until the late afternoon shift ended, and Josie had caught the early bus into Manchester where she would remain until the store closed in the early evening. She seemed happy enough serving behind one of the smart perfume counters in Pauldens. Elsie checked the time on the large wall clock and waited as long as she could before she flicked the shop sign from Closed to Open and she held the door to allow entry to the first customer of the day. 

‘Good morning, Mrs Sharples!’ Elsie called as chirpily as she could. It was at times like these that she embraced the benefit of her stage training. The shop bell tinkled when she pulled back the door and stood aside to let a formidable-looking woman edge between her and the counter, clasping her capacious handbag to her chest as she always did. Her hat, perched as it was on top of a coarse-looking hairnet, looked as if it had been rammed down on her head as an afterthought and her dark coat was buttoned up to the chin. 

‘I don’t know as I’d still call it morning,’ Ena Sharples said, glancing up at the clock which showed ten minutes past nine. Elsie tried not to show her irritation, although from the brusque tone of Mrs Sharples’ voice she could never be certain if the caretaker at the Mission of Glad Tidings was being jokingly sarcastic or just her normal dour self. 

‘What can I do for you today?’ Elsie replied, her manner as perky as she could muster ‘You can get me this lot.’ Mrs Sharples slapped down a piece of paper that looked as if it had been torn from a pocket notebook. Elsie squinted at the items that had been listed in pencil and seemed to be fading fast. 

‘Certainly,’ Elsie said brightly, though she wasn’t sure she could supply all of the items on the list and she dreaded Mrs Sharples’ reaction when she told her. Sharples by name, sharp-tongued by nature she’d always thought.

‘Why don’t you take the weight off your feet while I see what I can put together for you.’ Elsie indicated the chair on the customers’ side of the counter as she began to scurry round gathering the items off the shelves as she went. She carefully packed them into the two shopping bags that Mrs Sharples had brought with her and was ringing the prices into the till when the doorbell tinkled once more. 

‘My goodness, there’s no fire is there?’ Mrs Sharples said. 

The newcomer gasped and automatically looked behind her. ‘Why should there be a fire?’ she asked, her brow furrowed.

‘I was wondering what’s got you out of bed so early that’s all, Minnie Caldwell,’ Mrs Sharples said.

‘If you must know it was my new little kitten. I hadn’t realized that I had no food for her in the flat apart from a few scraps but she kept insisting on reminding me.’

‘And how long have you had this new kitten that she’s ruling the roost already?’ Mrs Sharples said. ‘You need to put your foot down there, Mrs Caldwell. Show her who’s boss right from the start.’

‘I’ve only had her for a few weeks and I wouldn’t say she’s ruling the roost exactly.’ Mrs Caldwell sounded defensive. ‘She’s still settling in. In fact, I haven’t even given her a name yet. But I’ve put butter on her paws so she knows where to come back to when I let her out.’ 

‘Butter?’ Ena Sharples was scornful. ‘You don’t believe in those old wives’ tales do you?’

Minnie Caldwell sniffed. ‘Old wives’ tales or not, I believe them to be true. I’ve never had a cat yet that’s wandered off.’

Elsie put a tin down on the counter in front of Mrs Caldwell. ‘I do believe this might be what you’re after,’ she said. 

‘Never mind her cat, how’s about finishing my order as I was here first?’ Mrs Sharples snapped. 

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Sharples, I’m not neglecting you, yours is done now,’ Elsie said hastily. ‘Will that be all?’

‘How’s about a bagful of them broken biscuits?’ Mrs Sharples said. ‘I take it you still stock them?’

‘Oh yes, I do indeed,’ Elsie said. 

‘I don’t want any broken biscuits.’ Minnie Caldwell looked puzzled. ‘The cat won’t eat anything like that. She might choke on the crumbs.’

‘I’m not saying they’re for you, they’re for me,’ Mrs Sharples said testily. 

‘Shall I add some to your order? I’ve just finished …’ Elsie said.

‘Yes, please. I almost forgot that we’re having a meeting at the mission this afternoon and no doubt they’ll all be expecting a bite or two of a sweet biscuit as we’ll be discussing serious business,’ she said, reaching out to sample one before Elsie had time to close the bag.

‘What meeting’s that?’ Elsie liked to keep abreast of any local events. 

‘The one for talking about the Coronation party. We’re to officially decide today what we’re doing. Cos if we’re doing owt we’ve got to inform the authorities and officially appoint a committee who can get on with the planning. There’s lots to sort out and June will be here before you know it.’

‘I look forward to hearing what’s decided,’ Elsie said. ‘I must admit that the thought of the Coronation and the street party are the only things that have been keeping me going lately. I mean, we had such a miserable time during the war and that seemed to go on forever. All those years of bombing raids and blackouts, the never-ending rationing, and the things that are still in short supply, not to mention the freezing fogs and smogs of the last bitterly cold winter. They’ve been more than enough to get anyone down.’ She shuddered as she spoke. Then she gave a huge sigh as she thought of the gloom that had descended on her entire household because of the tensions that had arisen between her fractious daughters when their new lodger had arrived, but she didn’t add them out loud to her list. 

‘There’s nothing wrong, is there?’ Minnie Caldwell enquired, looking from Elsie to Mrs Sharples. She seemed to be alarmed by the awkward moment of silence. 

Elsie shook her head and tried to smile. ‘No, no, there’s nothing wrong, Mrs Caldwell,’ Elsie said. ‘Not really. I was just thinking of that old saying about being grateful for what you’ve got – only there are some days when I find that a very difficult thing to do.’ 




Chapter 3

Elsie had no sooner turned the key in the lock and switched the sign she’d had specially made to read Closed for Lunch than there was a loud knocking on the shop door. Not stopping to look who it was, she pointed to the sign and was about to shoo the woman away, but when she realized that it was a distraught looking Mrs Caldwell, one hand hooked possessively around her handbag, the other holding on to her hat against what looked like a fearsome wind as she peered through the window. Elsie took pity on her and opened the door again. 

‘I can’t believe the wind that’s got up since I were here earlier,’ Minnie panted, ‘but after all that talk about my new little moggie, would you believe I forgot to buy her some milk?’

‘You’d best come in then, chuck,’ Elsie said, ‘before that wind blows us all over; it is a bit wild.’ She inched the door back while keeping a firm hold on the handle and then closed it on the latch while she went into the cool room at the back to fetch a pint of milk from the small stock she kept for such emergencies. 

‘The milkman must have forgot to leave me a pint this morning – I don’t usually run out,’ Mrs Caldwell said apologetically. 

‘Never mind, I’ve got a spare one here,’ Elsie said.

‘Thanks ever so much. I’m so sorry to disturb you when I know it’s your dinner hour.’ 

Elsie rang up the pennies and put the coins in the till then turned to show Mrs Caldwell out, trying to prevent the door from slamming with the wind when she felt pressure of someone on the outside trying to force it open again. The bell jangled and Elsie jumped back as a woman’s head, her hair firmly tied back with a headscarf, peered from behind the door. 

‘Hello, it’s only me, Ida Barlow from number three,’ the woman called out, immediately identifying herself. ‘Are you still open? Not shut up for dinner yet I hope?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘I saw Mrs Caldwell come in and I thought I’d take a chance, only I’ve forgotten to get some baps for us tea and some corned beef. But I can come back later on my way home from work if you’d rather.’

‘No, you’re all right, Ida,’ Elsie said as Minnie Caldwell, still muttering effusive thanks, slipped out between them. ‘I don’t mind serving you so long as no one else comes in with you,’ she said, standing aside to let Ida in so that she could quickly close the door and flip the sign. ‘In fact, now you’re here, why don’t you stop and have a cuppa with me? I wouldn’t say no to a bit of company, truth be told.’

Ida’s face lit up with a conspiratorial smile. ‘It’ll have to be quick, though, I’m on my dinner break and the boss always shouts if we’re late back.’

Elsie put her hand on Ida’s arm, not giving her a chance to refuse as she guided her into the shop and indicated that she should go through to the kitchen at the back. ‘It might sound a bit daft as there’s folk coming and going in the shop all day long, but I can get a bit lonely sometimes,’ Elsie said as she followed her through, ‘though I know folk don’t always believe it. But I never seem to get a chance to stop and have a proper chat with anyone these days when I’m rushed off my feet like I have been this morning.’

‘I can imagine that,’ Ida said.

‘We’re still short of lots of things from the shelves,’ Elsie said, ‘but that doesn’t stop the neighbours from constantly popping in and asking about them.’ Aware of the look on Ida’s face Elsie quickly added, ‘Though I suppose I should be grateful for small mercies that, apart from sugar, rationing is off most foodstuff now.’ She filled the kettle and put it on the back burner of the gas stove. 

‘I bumped into Mrs Sharples just before,’ Ida said, ‘and she reminded me that there’s to be a meeting at the Mission Hall later today about the Coronation party. I told her I’m happy to be involved with it so, I thought I’d drop in there after work and see what was happening.’

‘Yes, she and Mrs Caldwell were talking about it earlier. I would love to be involved and I suppose I will be, one way or another, when the time comes but the meetings are too early for me to shut the shop.’ Elsie reached up for two white cups and saucers from the shelf then changed her mind and took two prettily decorated fine-china cups from the dresser instead. 

‘I think they’ve got big plans,’ Ida said. ‘They seem determined to have a do that’s even bigger and better than the VE day street parties that we had to celebrate the end of the war, and I thought that they were grand enough.’ 

‘It certainly sounds exciting. I’m looking forward to it already, particularly as I didn’t make it to the VE parties,’ Elsie said. ‘But for the time being I’m happy to leave them to it regarding the actual organizing and I’ll join in when they need to actually start buying the food and things. I should be able to get stuff for them much cheaper wholesale.’ She was about to add that it was likely that she would also be able to get items they wouldn’t be able to get elsewhere but thought better of it. She remembered too clearly the incident during the war when she had tried to do a favour for some of her better customers who she’d thought of as friends. She offered to get them things they’d found difficult to buy and she’d kept them on one side for her ‘special’ customers. Unfortunately, that had resulted in one of her neighbours telling tales to the police and they had taken rather a different view of her gestures to help. She had been fined and reprimanded for selling goods on the black market and it had left a nasty taste in her mouth, so it was an incident she had no intention of repeating. 

Ida merely nodded. If she remembered the incident she made no reference to it. ‘I’m not sure what I can offer by way of organization, what with me working full-time,’ she said. ‘But I told Mrs Sharples, tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it. I’m sure they’ll need practical help with all sorts of things nearer the time. But what about you? And I’m not just talking food here. Isn’t there going to be some entertainment later on? They were talking about taking the piano from the Rovers out into the street like they did on VE day, so long as it isn’t raining. Haven’t they asked you to sing?’

Elsie laughed. ‘Not so far and I don’t think they will. That part of my life has long gone, really. I don’t do much singing anymore.’ A pensive look crossed Elsie’s face. 

‘Then I think you should come out of retirement for the day and give us a few old favourites,’ Ida said. ‘I hope you’ll consider it. I remember when you used to be on at the working men’s club down by the mill for nights on end,’ she said. ‘You were one of my old dad’s favourites. “A class act” he used to call you. He’d go a long way to hear you sing.’ 

Elsie giggled then allowed herself a wistful sigh. ‘Blonde hair always went down well at the working men’s clubs.’ She flicked back her curls and gestured with her head the way she used to do when she was on stage. ‘Those were the days, eh?’

‘They were an’ all. You were right famous, Elsie. Everyone knew who you were. All the locals used to jostle to be served by you when you first came to work in the shop and I know they felt right proud to be able to say they knew you.’ 

‘Go on with you!’ Elsie’s cheeks had reddened. ‘I was never that good, or that well-known,’ she said modestly. Then she giggled. ‘I only got into it by accident, you know.’

‘Really? How was that then?’ Ida was genuinely interested. 

‘I won a talent competition. I was only thirteen. Elsie Castleway as I was then.’

‘But that wasn’t your stage name as I recall?’ Ida looked puzzled.

‘No, it weren’t. They changed my name almost immediately to Melody Mae. Said it had a better ring to it. Then one of the dancers in the troupe that was on the same bill taught me how to do high leg kicks without falling over and a few fancy dance moves in the tap shoes she lent me. Gosh, that made me feel like Ginger Rogers and before I knew it I was on the bill at all the local variety clubs and music halls in the area, starting off as a supporting act and gradually working my way up the bill. Some of the men on the circuit used to tease me, told me I was known as the high-kicking glamour puss of Weatherfield, although no one actually called me that to my face. But it’s true I was flying high. I even had an agent.’

Ida looked incredulous. 

‘Yes, I did,’ Elsie assured her, ‘and he was desperate to introduce me to an agent down south. They really wanted me to travel. They kept promising me if I spread my wings I could make a fortune.’ Elsie was interrupted by the piercing whistle of the kettle boiling and she jumped up to mash the tea.

Ida was sitting forward eagerly, her elbows planted firmly on the table. ‘And did you?’ she asked. 

‘Did I what?’

‘Make your fortune.’

Elsie laughed. ‘No such luck. But I never really put it to the test, cos I never moved. I couldn’t bring myself to leave home. It wouldn’t have felt right.’ She shrugged. ‘The family made a lot of sacrifices for me. And in the end it was probably just as well I didn’t go anywhere because soon after that things began to go right badly and I needed my family’s help.’

‘I must admit I never did understand what happened to you,’ Ida said. ‘You just seemed to disappear from the scene overnight and then you popped up behind the counter here.’ 

Thinking back, Elsie suddenly felt choked. She couldn’t speak and she wasn’t sure she could continue.

But Ida didn’t seem to notice her distress and persisted. ‘Why did you give it all up, Elsie? You had such a lovely voice,’ she said.

‘Had,’ Elsie finally managed to say. ‘That’s the key word. I had a good voice.’ She had to take a deep breath before she could go on. ‘I damaged my vocal cords somehow. I never was quite sure what happened or how I did it and no one seemed able to tell me, but I kept getting sore throats and tonsillitis and all sorts of infections, and every other week I was losing my voice and had to cancel a concert. Eventually I was told that I had two options: give up and never sing again or face at least one serious operation that might not even be successful. I was warned I could lose my voice completely and that I might never be able to speak again let alone sing, if things went wrong, so it wasn’t much of a choice really.’ 

Ida gasped and covered her own mouth with her hands in a startled reflex action. ‘I had no idea,’ she whispered. 

‘I was only twenty-three – a bit young to have to give up on your dreams.’ She got up, and taking a handful of biscuits from a tin in the cupboard, laid them out on a plate that she offered to her guest. ‘Help yourself,’ she said absently, picking one up as she sat down again at the table. She didn’t take care of her figure so assiduously now that she was no longer a celebrity. 

‘I’ve got some bread we could have, if you’d rather,’ she suggested when Ida made no attempt to touch the biscuits. ‘And there’s a bit of marge left over from last night. We can toast the bread if it doesn’t feel fresh enough because the girls won’t eat it.’ Ida looked surprised and Elsie said, ‘I don’t know where they get their fancy ideas from after what we’ve been through during the war but they’ve gone all uppity about eating what they call any kind of leftovers.’

‘Well, I think that’s very generous of you to offer,’ Ida said. ‘Thank you, it sounds very nice. I certainly don’t mind a bit of toast and marge. I must confess I ate my lunch sandwich at tea break this morning. Not something I normally do but I came over all hungry, like.’

It took several minutes for Elsie to come back to the table with their toast already spread with margarine, by which time she had been able to collect herself and not be overwhelmed by the memories. 

‘When my voice first began to go,’ she said as she sat down, ‘it sounded rough all the time, as though I had a permanent cold or flu or something but no one realized that it might be something more serious. The doctor thought it might be helpful if I wasn’t having to work so hard, and to try to lay off singing for a bit. I never told him that I was being asked more and more to fill in any empty slots on the playbill as well as my own slot. But then my agent introduced me to Marjorie Bradshaw and suggested that maybe we could perform a double act. We pretended she was my younger sister Suzy, though of course it wasn’t true. But we did begin to be billed together and at least I wasn’t doing all the singing.’ Elsie had a dreamy look in her eyes as she thought back to those days. ‘We soon became good friends, Marj and I, and we worked together very successfully for quite some time.’ 

‘What happened to her?’ Ida asked. ‘Did she have to give up at the same time?’

‘Not at all. She changed her name and actually did very well on her own although she also refused to get an agent down south. Funnily enough I heard from her recently as she’s about to retire. She’s just got married again after she was widowed and they were moving to Ireland, but her daughter Josie wasn’t going with them and she was looking for digs here in Weatherfield; she wondered if I knew of anywhere.’

‘That’s nice that you kept in touch,’ Ida said. 

‘We’ve done more than that, Josie’s come to lodge with us.’ Elsie grinned. ‘You may have seen her about. I know she’s come back from the Rovers with tales about Annie Walker getting all wound up about the coronation.’ 

Ida giggled. ‘I can imagine.’

‘But what brought you to Coronation Street and the shop in particular after being on the stage?’ Ida wanted to know. ‘You wasn’t born round here, was you?’

‘Not far away,’ Elsie said. ‘But it was really on account of my first husband, Tommy Foyle; you remember he owned the shop. The funny thing was that when we first met he had no idea who I was. He’d never heard of Melody Mae and I found that quite refreshing. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy being a bit of a celebrity in the neighbourhood, but at the same time it was nice to find someone who didn’t know anything about me and liked me for being me. As you know, after we got wed we worked together in the shop. Then we had the girls and it all worked out rather well, really. At least it did until poor Tommy got ill. Though the girls were marvellous. They really helped look after their dad.’ She sighed deeply. ‘Sadly he died on VE day of all days, which is why I never got to the party we had then and he never got to see “peace break out” as he used to say. He so wanted us to be able to have good times together again. That’s why I’m looking forward to enjoying the party for Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. I’ll be thinking of him and I know that he’ll be with us in spirit at least. He was always fond of a good knees-up was my Tommy.’ A dreamy look crossed Elsie’s face.

‘I remember what a doting dad he was to those girls,’ Ida said after a momentary hesitation, ‘he always acted as if he were their real father.’

‘He did that, and in so many ways he was their dad,’ Elsie said. ‘He were a good man, was Les. He was a family friend originally and when Tommy was almost at the end he more or less made me promise I would marry Les when he’d gone, or that I would at least think about it. “Then I know I won’t have to worry about you,” Tommy always said. He didn’t want me to be left moping about on my own. Left to me I might not have bothered, I wasn’t really looking to get married again. I had the girls, we were a family, but what with Tommy trying to persuade me and then Les keeping on pestering me, I thought what the heck.’ Elsie paused. She couldn’t stop a smile at the memory. ‘It’s a good job that none of us knows what’s ahead. I mean, we did get married Les and me, but who’d have thought that we would only have five years together?’

‘It’s not very long, is it?’ Ida said. Elsie had told this story so many times and none of it was new, but Ida knew that what Elsie really needed was a sympathetic ear.

‘Aye, last January it was when he had his heart attack and then I was left on my own. I’m only grateful that my Tommy at least had had the good sense to make sure I were left with the shop. After all the years of insecurity when I was on the stage it’s been a great comfort to have the shop behind me, I can tell you. Even if I do have to work all hours. But Les was a great help when he was here. He gave up his sales job and came to help run the shop and he was always good to us. He looked after my girls as if they was his own, I can’t deny that.’ Elsie paused, caught up in her memories. ‘That’s why we were all knocked for six when he went so sudden.’ She snapped her fingers together. ‘Like that! In an instant. If you’d have asked me I’d have said Les was the last person to pop off, sudden like.’

‘I’ll never forget that day as long as I live. I remember saying so to Frank at the time. I happened to be in the shop at the time, don’t you remember? He was serving me. You certainly have had your share of ups and downs,’ Ida sympathized, and there was a moment of silence as they were each wrapped up in their own thoughts. 

Elsie nodded, thinking back to that tragic day. ‘You’ve always been a good friend to me.’ 

Ida glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece over the hearth. ‘Oh my goodness! Is that the time?’ She gulped down the last of her tea and stood up abruptly. ‘Much as I’ve enjoyed our little chat I really must be getting back to work before I get the sack.’ She made a noise at the back of her throat that made her sound like a naughty schoolgirl. ‘I’m afraid that next to yours my life sounds very boring. What do your girls make of it? Are they proud you were so well-known, or would they rather not know? Kids can be funny sometimes, about things like that, can’t they?’

Elsie stood up too. ‘I don’t know about proud,’ she said modestly, ‘but they’ve never said anything rude, at least not to my face!’ and they both cackled out loud. ‘Though to tell the truth we never really talk about it. Don’t forget it all happened long before they were born and if ever the subject does come up they do tend to roll their eyes and look a bit dubious, as if they don’t really believe it. And I must admit – sometimes I don’t believe it myself.’ 

‘Don’t believe what?’ The clunking sound of a bolt turning in the lock followed by the prolonged sound of a buzzer being pressed announced a new arrival at the back door and when Elsie looked up she was startled to see her elder daughter coming into the kitchen. 

‘Hilda?’ Elsie sounded astonished. ‘What are you doing here?’ But Hilda took no notice of her as she made a beeline for the stairs as if she had hoped to make it without being spotted. 

‘Hilda!’ Elsie called again. This time Hilda paused with one hand on the banister. She looked embarrassed at being caught out and she hesitated, seeming unsure which way she should turn. 

‘Don’t mind me,’ she said at last. ‘I’ve just nipped home in
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