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A chance meeting. A new future. A dangerous admirer . . . 



It's 1931 and eighteen-year-old Greta is working in a laundry in Liverpool, where she lives with her widowed mother and thirteen-year-old brother Kenny. When a scruffy black and white collie follows Greta home one day, Kenny wants to keep the animal, but they can't afford to feed him. And so Greta tracks down the owner: Mungo Masters, a wealthy man who runs funfairs in three towns.



Mungo falls for Greta, though he's her mother's age, and doesn't bother to tell her that he's married already. When Mungo gives Greta and Kenny jobs at one of his fairs, it seems life is looking up. But Mungo is not good news...
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CHAPTER ONE

13 January 1931

 


USUALLY, GRETA Arrowsmith was cheered by the chatter of the other girls working in the laundry, but for most of today she’d been sunk in her own thoughts.

‘Wake up,’ her friend Phyllis Wood called. ‘Switch the cold water on.’

Greta did so, and brought her mind back to the job. She could hardly see across the room for the steam. Phyllis had opened the tap on a great cauldron where the whites had been simmering; the boiling water had gushed out and the cauldron was now filling with cold so they could handle the contents. Their job was to check each article to make sure it was thoroughly clean. Woe betide them if the supervisor saw a stain on a sheet once it reached the ironing room.

The Peregrine Laundry took in washing from a nearby nursing home and the sheets were often badly stained. They needed a lot of bleaching.

‘At least you persuaded the boss to give us rubber gloves.’ Phyllis pulled hers on. ‘I used to have hands wrinkled like an old woman’s.’

‘Stops them smelling of bleach too,’ Greta agreed.

‘We need goggles as well,’ Phyllis said, wiping her face with the back of her glove. They all hated bleach; the fumes stung their eyes. ‘Be a sport and ask for them, Greta. You could charm blood out of stone.’

‘But not out of Miss Green.’ She was their supervisor. ‘I’ve already asked her and the answer was no.’ She sighed. ‘She said we’d get used to the fumes.’

‘I never have.’ Phyllis was indignant.

Greta agreed, but she consoled her friend, saying, ‘Come on, by the time we finish this it’ll be time to go home.’

At the first clang of the bell the girls abandoned their work and stampeded towards the cloakroom. Within seconds, the narrow room was a tight crush of laughing chattering girls stripping off their green overalls and putting on outdoor clothes. Greta, who was smaller and slighter than most, had trouble pushing through to her coat peg. In the mirror, she caught a glimpse of herself: tired green eyes, and fair skin now flushed and moist from the heat.

Someone said, ‘It’s a horrible night, raining cats and dogs outside.’

‘I’m keeping my turban on,’ Phyllis sang out. ‘It’ll keep my hair dry.’

‘Me too,’ Greta tucked in the few strands of her blonde hair that had escaped from the regulation green triangle of cloth. It was a rule at the Peregrine Laundry that they must cover their heads tightly to prevent any hair getting on to customers’ clean washing, but they were all keen to cover their hair anyway because the steam would ruin any hairstyle.

Greta had slightly wavy hair and it made hers frizz up. Phyllis, who put curlers in her straight brown hair every night, found the steam made the curl drop out and left it lank.

They were both swept out in the stream of workers rushing to catch buses and trains. Though it was only five o’clock, it was already dark. They lived in the same direction and walked to work. Phyllis fastened the top button of her coat and shivered. Greta linked arms with her and they hurried along a mean street of high shabby buildings while an icy wind blew off the Mersey and blasted rain full in their faces.

Liverpool’s vast and prosperous port, with its miles of docks and warehouses, had created the wealth to build magnificent buildings stretching from the river to Rodney Street and beyond. It had also attracted the poor from all over the world. They came flocking to seek work. This part of the city had developed a rash of factories, railway sidings and overcrowded rooming houses.

Phyllis suggested, ‘Why don’t you ask the boss if he’ll give your boyfriend a job?’

‘Rex isn’t really my boyfriend, but I’ve already asked about a job for him,’ Greta told her. ‘He said business was slack and he couldn’t take on anyone else at the moment.’

‘It’s a rotten place to work anyway. Rex wouldn’t like it. None of us do.’

‘It’s a job,’ Greta said. ‘It’s better than nothing.’

At the busy corner of St James Street, Phyllis left her. Greta lived further away, but she always walked to and from work to save the bus fares.

Her father had been killed in the Great War and Mam had found it a real struggle to bring up Kenneth, her younger brother, and herself. They were poor, even though they now had Greta’s wages to rely on. Usually she found the walk home pleasant after being cooped up for long hours in the laundry, but not tonight. She was tired and had been unable to get Rex Bradshaw’s troubles out of her mind.

She’d known him all her life. As children, they’d been thrown together and ended up being firm friends. He and his family lived in the same street, almost opposite; his mother, Esther, was Mam’s friend. They were both poverty-stricken widows and had helped each other out with child-minding and shopping for years. Greta had been going with Rex to the children’s matinée at the local cinema on Saturday afternoons since she was seven - whenever they could raise the twopenny entrance money.

She was now eighteen. Rex was four years older and since he’d left school at fourteen, he’d had problems finding work. He’d wanted an apprenticeship to train as an engineer but that had proved impossible.

He’d found work off and on in various workshops, and for the past year he’d been working in a garage, helping to service cars and motorbikes. But business had fallen off in the present depression and the owner was having trouble covering the wages bill and making a profit. Rex had been given a week’s notice and from next week he’d be on the dole. Greta knew what that would mean to the Bradshaws. Rex was upset and they’d spent the previous two evenings arguing.

On this cold wet night, Greta was glad to turn the corner  into Henshaw Street, where she lived. On both sides were terraces of tiny flat-fronted houses with two rooms upstairs and two rooms down. In the glow of a streetlight, she saw a bedraggled dog coming slowly towards her, the picture of misery and exhaustion. He must have heard her step because he lifted his head to look at her. They both stopped; the dog backed away, his eyes sparking fear. Greta felt sorry for him.

‘It’s all right,’ she said, trying to sound soothing. ‘I won’t hurt you. What’s the matter?’ She put out her hand and stepped forward to stroke his wet fur. The dog retreated a few steps.

‘Are you lost?’ She felt drawn towards this creature so obviously in trouble. She could see him shivering; he was sodden and rain was dripping off his coat. His eyes seemed to plead, and he looked hungry and frightened. She remembered then that she had food in her bag.

A good hot dinner was provided in the canteen laundry for eightpence a day. Today it had been stew, cabbage and potatoes, followed by a thick slice of Manchester tart, which was jam tart covered with Bird’s custard made thick enough to set solid. Mam had told her she must eat there. The meal was subsidised and therefore good value for the money, but today Greta’s worries had deadened her appetite. Occasionally, when she wasn’t hungry, she brought the pudding home as a treat for her brother and kept a small tin box in her bag for that purpose.

On the spur of the moment she tipped the tart out on the pavement, offering it to the dog, though Kenny would have loved it and Mam would call this wanton waste.  The dog sniffed but kept his anxious gaze on her. Then, taking two tentative steps closer and ready to shy off at the first sign of danger, he stretched out until his jaws snapped round the tart. Three rapid gulps and it was gone. He licked a blob of custard from the pavement and looked up hopefully for more. She smiled before knocking out the last crumbs from the tin, and his tongue was instantly on them.

‘Sorry, that’s all I have,’ Greta told him, putting the tin back in her bag. She extended a hand and he let her stroke his head. The dog seemed to be lost; she felt a rush of sympathy for his plight. The rain was pelting down more heavily than ever. Putting up the collar of her coat, she said, ‘Goodbye,’ and hurried on.

As she turned into the back entry, she realised the dog was padding after her, a dozen paces behind.

‘You can’t come home with me,’ she told him. They couldn’t possibly cope with another mouth to feed. ‘Go on, on your way.’

He dropped back another pace or two but still followed. Greta steeled her heart and was about to shut the yard door in his face, when she heard her thirteen-year-old brother shout, ‘Hang on, Greta,’ as he came hurtling down the entry behind her.

‘Where did you find this dog?’ he asked excitedly. ‘Isn’t he great? Let him come in - I want to see him.’

‘No,’ she said, but they were all in the yard and Kenny had the back gate shut before she could stop him. The light streaming from the scullery window sparkled on his mop of red curls and eager freckled face. Greta got a good look at the  dog for the first time. He was a long-haired black and white collie, timid and frightened.

‘Poor thing, he’s wet and cold.’ Kenny put his arms round the dog. ‘Let’s get him inside.’

‘No,’ Greta said, ‘Mam’ll have a fit.’

But the back door was opening. Mam had seen them. ‘I’m not having that dog in here,’ she said firmly. ‘Don’t even ask. He’ll make a terrible mess.’

‘In the wash house then.’ Kenny already had the door open and the dog by the collar. It was warm and steamy inside. Greta lit the hanging oil lamp they kept there.

‘Don’t let him dirty the washing.’ Their mother had jumped the few paces across the wet yard in her slippers. ‘Let me peg those sheets higher so he can’t reach them.’

Greta lifted a basket of ironing and balanced it on top of the mangle. Her mother took in other people’s washing to help make ends meet.

‘What d’you bring that animal home for? You know we can’t keep it. He’s filthy - just look at him.’

‘I think he’s lost.’ Greta wasn’t going to mention she’d already fed him. She took off her wet cotton turban and her golden hair cascaded to her shoulders.

She was about to peg the turban on the line to dry, but her mother pulled it from her. ‘It might as well be washed, Greta.’

‘Poor dog,’ Kenny said. ‘Gosh! He’s got lovely blue eyes. I thought all dogs had brown eyes.’

‘Yes, especially if their coat is mostly black,’ Mam said. ‘It’ll make it easier for its owner to recognise him.’ He had a white patch on his forehead and matching white front paws.  ‘He’s quite handsome. Or he would be if he was clean.’

‘He’s wet and tired and hungry.’ Kenny’s voice was full of pity. ‘You’ll let him spend the night here, won’t you, Mam? You won’t turn him out in this downpour? He’ll feel better if he has something to eat and a good night’s sleep.’ He had found a dry rag and was rubbing the dog down.

‘He’s wearing a collar.’ Greta turned it round, looking for a name and address, but there wasn’t one. ‘An expensive collar, almost new. Where’ve you come from, laddie?’

‘Can I make him a bed here in the corner?’ Kenny asked.

‘For heaven’s sake, a bed? We’ll never get rid of him if you make him too comfortable.’ Mam sounded shocked.

‘That old laundry basket that’s breaking up -’ Kenny suggested, pointing - ‘you said it would do for starting fires, but we can use it for that after. Go on, you’ve already got a new one. He needs some old coats or something in it, just to get him off this concrete floor.’

‘Newspapers,’ his mother said. ‘Screw them up. Newspapers will be good enough for him.’

They rarely bought newspapers, but the fish-and-chip shop on the corner of the street paid Kenny in kind for collecting old newspapers from their neighbours and he left the tattier ones here for lighting fires.

Kenny filled the old basket with crumpled newspaper and patted it. The dog was pressing himself back against the far wall and looked as though he wanted nothing to do with the bed.

‘Let’s leave him,’ Greta said, propping open the wash-house door. ‘He’s scared stiff. He might lie in it when we’ve gone.’

‘But what about—’ Kenny began.

Greta took his arm and walked him towards the back door. ‘He can’t get out of the yard, can he? He’ll be better left on his own to calm down. Come on, he’ll still be here in the morning.’

They were all blinking in the scullery gaslight. Her mother was just thirty-nine, but there were dark circles under her eyes. She looked haggard and worn out. She’d had a hard life. It was no secret that Mam had often gone to bed hungry in order that her children could have what food there was. Mam had had an inadequate diet for years.

She said, ‘We can’t keep that dog. It’s another mouth to feed and we can’t afford it.’

‘I’d love to,’ Kenny breathed. ‘Please, Mam, I’ve always wanted a dog. Greta likes it; she wants to keep it too.’

‘It must go to the police station tomorrow,’ Mam said firmly. ‘They have a pound for strays.’

Greta understood just how hard it was for her mother to make ends meet. She’d neglected her own clothes, preferring to buy strong shoes and warm coats for her children. Mam’s hair was greying, but it was fair and didn’t show very much. She was honey blonde rather than golden like Greta, and once her face must have been pretty. Now her figure was gaunt and stringy and her back was beginning to look hunched from bending over the wash tub. Her hands were often chapped and wrinkled from being in water too long.

Things had been easier since Greta had started work and would be easier still once Kenny was old enough to earn his keep, provided he could get a job. For women and boys, who  weren’t paid so much as men, that was hard with the depression, but still possible.

Greta recognised the double tap on the front door and knew it was Rex Bradshaw before she opened it. He was tall and slim, with sharply chiselled features and dark straight hair that had been cut by his mother. All the girls at the laundry thought he was handsome.

‘Hello, Greta. I’ve brought back the cup of sugar Mam borrowed yesterday.’ He put it in her hand. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been a bit touchy the last few days.’

Greta could understand that.

‘Let’s go to the pictures tonight. One last fling, yes?’

She hesitated; they couldn’t afford money for the pictures any more than they could for a dog.

‘It’s Laurel and Hardy, with Jean Harlow. We could do with a good laugh, couldn’t we?’ he smiled. She knew it was meant as an olive branch, no more arguments. Rex had a lovely wide smile with strong even teeth. It lit up his face.

‘Yes, let’s,’ she agreed. ‘We’ve got to have a bit of fun.’

‘Good. I’ll call for you after tea.’

Greta went back to the table where Mam was setting out plates of food. When she went out with Rex, she always paid for herself. She always had, even when she’d had to raise the money by running errands for the neighbours or by taking eyes out of potatoes at the chip shop on the corner.

Rex was responsible and thoughtful; mature for his twenty-two years. As a friend and companion, he was great, and she was fond of him. But recently she had sensed he was getting serious about her. She just couldn’t feel romantic towards someone she had known since he’d had scabby knees.

For the last few weeks, Rex had been half expecting to lose his job. He’d seen the signs and had worried about it. Lots of their friends and neighbours were being laid off. It hadn’t come as a surprise to either of them.

What had come as a shock to Greta was Rex’s frustration and the intensity with which he’d said, ‘That’s the death knell to my plans. I wanted us to be married and settle down in a little house of our own.’ He’d shaken his head in agonised disappointment. ‘But I’ve got to have a job, haven’t I?’

That had taken Greta’s breath away. ‘You’ve never said anything about getting married.’ She’d thought they’d shared all their hopes and fears.

His dark eyes had looked into hers. ‘We’ve always been together, haven’t we?’

‘Well, yes, but . . .’

‘I love you.’

‘You’ve never said that before either.’

‘I thought you knew. You let me kiss you the other night.’

‘But I couldn’t stop you.’

Greta didn’t know whether she loved Rex enough to marry him. She was indignant; he’d sprung this on her. ‘I don’t want to marry anyone.’

She’d hardly thought of marriage, except as a sort of Hollywood romance that would lift her right away from the life they all lived in Henshaw Street.

Marrying Rex, even if he found another job, would guarantee more of the down-to-earth hardship she faced every day. Anyway, feeling as she did, it wouldn’t be fair to him.
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Ruth Walsh felt exhausted, but it gave her satisfaction to dish up generous portions of the hotpot she’d made from scrag end of mutton and to watch Kenny and Greta tuck into it. To have a hot meal every evening and a bright fire in the grate made all the difference in mid-winter. The gaslight was brightening Greta’s golden head and Kenny’s ginger one, she felt full of love for them both.

Her life had been a disaster and she felt she couldn’t do much to improve her own lot. For her the die was cast, but she was determined her children would have better lives. It had always been her aim to do her best for them. To see them now, growing up strong and healthy, made her feel she was achieving this, but she wanted them to be happy and enjoy themselves too. It had not been easy to tell Kenny he couldn’t keep this dog. She could see how much he wanted to, but she could buy only so much food, and a dog licence cost seven shillings and sixpence.

If only . . . But it was no good thinking of what might have been, if only the Great War hadn’t happened.

Ruth had married John Arrowsmith when she was nineteen and their daughter, Marguerite Mary, had been born in 1913 when Ruth was twenty-one. She’d thought it a pretty name but it seemed too formal for a small child and she’d shortened it to Greta. She’d thought she had everything she wanted in life, but a year later, John had been killed in the trenches and she’d been a widow.

Ruth had left the rooms she and John had rented and gone home to live with her mother, thinking her chance of having a normal happy life had gone. She’d worked in a munitions factory to earn a living for herself and her  daughter, while her mother had cared for Greta. It had taken her two dreadful years to recover from John’s death.

She had started to find her feet again when she’d met Peter Walsh. He was home from the front, recovering from a gunshot wound to his shoulder. It had been a prolonged home leave. He’d had an infection in the wound but Peter said he couldn’t see that as ill luck. He’d swept Ruth off her feet. She’d fallen head over heels in love with him and couldn’t believe her good fortune when he said he felt the same way about her. She’d thought of Peter as her second chance of happiness, and when he’d asked her to marry him two months later, she’d been thrilled.

Greta had taken to him too. He’d planned to adopt her officially, but he’d been sent back to the front in November 1917 and by March the following year she’d been widowed again. Kenneth had been born the previous Christmas.

This time there’d been no getting over it. Ruth had spent years grieving, not only for Peter, but for her mother too. She’d died in the influenza pandemic that swept the country when the war was over. Ruth had thought being a widowed mother hard the first time, but with a new baby to look after as well and no mother to help, the following years had been a nightmare. It had been her neighbour, Esther Bradshaw, another war widow with a young son, who’d helped her pull through.

For some time now, Ruth had spent three mornings a week cleaning for a hairdresser and a further two cleaning for the wife of the chemist. Both shops were handy, being a short walk away in Balfour Road.

There were hidden benefits to be had from both. The chemist had advised her on dosing the childhood ailments from which Greta and Kenneth had suffered, and had even given her the medicine. The hairdresser did not take payment for cutting either her hair or that of the children, though last Christmas Greta had paid a discounted price for her mother to have a perm. Ruth thought of these things as her bonus.

She noticed Kenny was not finishing all his hotpot this evening. ‘Eat that up, Kenny.’

‘I’m saving a bit for the dog.’

‘No, you eat it all. You’re a growing lad; you need it. There’s plenty of bones the dog can have.’

‘Ma-am, please, just this bit of potato and gravy. I’ve had enough, honest.’

‘Eat it, Kenny. There’s a bit of stale bread the dog can have.’

The children always cleared away and did the washing-up together. ‘It’s your turn to sit down,’ they told her.

Greta was lively and seemed to exude energy. She had the sort of looks that drew the eye, with her golden blonde hair, eyes of jade green, flawless features and fair translucent skin. She looked innocent and childlike, was dainty and light on her feet, but underneath all the sweetness and charm, Ruth knew she had an iron determination. Greta had proved a support to her over the last few years and she was proud of her daughter.

When Kenny went out to give the dog the bits of food he’d collected for its supper, Ruth went to stand at the scullery door to watch. It took the dog no time at all to crunch up the  bones, and he was licking the bowl clean in moments.

She retreated to the fire. It was a tiny house. The stairs went up from the scullery into the first bedroom where there was just enough room to put a single bed for Kenny. She and Greta shared a double bed in the larger front bedroom. The place was big enough for her little family, but it would be nice not to have to go out to the yard to the lavatory.

Nice, too, if she had a hot-water cistern, though the wash house gave her plenty of space for her laundry work. She had to light a fire under the copper to get hot water, but it did for their baths too. The large zinc bath that hung on the wall was used for both. Ruth looked up to see Kenny half dragging an unwilling dog to the fire.

‘Kenny!’

‘He’s dried off, Mam. He won’t dirty anything. Have we got a brush I could use on him? All this dried mud would brush off now. I could make him look nice.’

‘There’s an old scrubbing brush outside. You could use that if you wash it again afterwards.’

‘Thanks, Mam.’

‘But do it out in the yard.’ The rain had ceased by now.

‘All right. Come on, dog.’

The back door opened again and another cold blast took the temperature down. Ruth was about to throw more coal on her fire but stopped herself. They couldn’t afford it. She closed her eyes and lay back in the rocking chair.

It seemed no time before Kenny was back with the dog.

‘He looks much better,’ she agreed.

‘He’s a handsome dog, isn’t he? Poor thing, we can’t leave him alone out there all the time.’

She sighed. ‘You mean you want him to stay with us by the fire?’

‘Can I, please? Just for an hour or so. I want to play with him.’

Ruth hadn’t the heart to say no. There were few treats she could allow. She said, ‘I don’t think he wants to be in here, though.’

‘He does, Mam. Look, he’s licking my hand. He likes me. I wonder what his name is.’

‘It’s not on his collar so there’s no way of knowing.’

‘What shall we call him? I’m trying to think of a name. D’you think Bill would suit him?’

Ruth saw her mistake: Kenny was bonding with this dog. ‘We needn’t call him anything; he’ll be going to the dog pound tomorrow.’ She should have taken him straight there.

‘Mam, please, please, I’d love to keep him. Greta would too. Please let him stay.’

‘We can’t, Kenny, I’m sorry. He doesn’t belong to us, anyway. He must have an owner somewhere who’ll be fretting for him. You must take him to the police station in the morning before you go to school.’

School for Kenny didn’t start until nine o’clock. She and Greta had to start work by eight. Ruth made sure they all began the day with stomachs full of porridge and tea. Kenny was up and playing with the dog when she left. A small portion of porridge had been saved for his breakfast this morning, and Kenny was still wheedling to be allowed to keep him.

‘No, Kenny, we can’t, and that’s that. Take him to the police station now.’

Ruth hurried home at midday to light her fire. During the winter months, she made a big pan of soup, which, with a slice of bread, did her and Kenny for lunch all week. She spent threepence on bones and threw in all her vegetable scraps and leftovers to spin it out.

While the soup pan was heating up, she went to the wash house to bring in the ironing she needed to do that afternoon, and was shocked to see the bundle of black fur still curled up on its newspaper bed. She felt a rush of anger too. Kenny usually did as he was told.

He came running up the yard moments later.

‘I just couldn’t, Mam,’ he choked. ‘I tied a piece of string to his collar but he didn’t want to go. His eyes were pleading, he looked so pathetic, and he isn’t a stray, anyway.’

Ruth said, ‘He’s got to go. I’ll take him myself when I’ve done the ironing.’

‘No Mam, please. Let me. I’ll do it after school.’

At the table Kenny broke his bread in half. ‘For the dog,’ he said. ‘Can he have just a drop of soup over it? There’s plenty here.’

Ruth was exasperated. ‘One meal a day is enough for a dog. He doesn’t need three.’

The dog licked his bowl clean in moments. ‘He is hungry,’ Kenny said. ‘That proves it.’

‘He’s eating more than we are. He’s not thin so perhaps he’s greedy?’

‘Mam! Before Greta found him, he’d had nothing to eat for days. He was starving, you know he was. After today, one meal a day will be enough.’

Ruth sighed. ‘You can give him that big bone from the  soup. It’s been boiled for hours, we’ll get no more nourishment from it.’

‘Thanks, Mam.’ Kenny had a wide smile on his face. ‘He’ll love that. I’ll take him for a walk first. Dogs have to have walks. He can gnaw at the bone all afternoon.’
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