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It's 1956, and while many women are doing jobs they'd never dreamed of before the war, Molly Hawkins is chained firmly to the kitchen sink. Her husband Brian believes his wife's place is in the home, but is too idle to seek regular employment for himself. Molly worries that her six-year-old daughter Rosa is going without, but is willing to sacrifice luxuries - and her own happiness - for her little girl to have a dad.



Then a family friend dies suddenly, leaving Molly a share in a successful pottery business. To Brian's horror, it's on condition that Molly takes a job at the pottery. Seizing the chance to bring in much needed income, Molly accepts the position, and soon gains strength from her new-found independence. It's a strength she will need to take her through the tragedy that lies ahead...
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 Chapter One

The resonant peal of the bell inside the old red-brick building, officially ending school for the day, drifted outside to the group of waiting mothers, who were enjoying a chat and catching up on the local gossip.

‘Stand by for bedlam, girls,’ joked one of them, looking towards the school. ‘Any minute now those doors are going to be thrown open.’

Which they were seconds later, releasing an exuberant torrent of infants making a beeline for the gates, the collective roar of childish voices crescendoing in the West London street.

‘Guess what, Mum,’ burst out Rosa Hawkins excitedly to her mother, Molly.

‘You got a star?’

‘Not just a star. A gold one for spelling.’ She looked ready to explode with triumph. Gold was the ultimate accolade.

‘Well done, love.’ Molly Hawkins hugged her six-year-old, imbued with warmth and pride in her achievement. Rosa’s impish face when she was happy put Molly in mind of a summer’s day; sparkling blue eyes, corn-coloured hair – so caringly brushed and tied into neat bunches by her mother that morning – now bearing a distinct resemblance to Molly’s floor mop.

‘I’ll probably get a star for something tomorrow,’ declared a pretty, dark-eyed little girl with pigtails, who was Rosa’s best friend, Patsy, and the daughter of Molly’s bosom pal,  Angie. The little girls were fiercely competitive over the much-coveted classroom awards, and Patsy wasn’t prepared to be outshone. ‘Miss said that my writing was very good today.’

‘Your turn will come,’ encouraged Angie, giving her a cuddle, glad her daughter wasn’t yet old enough to wriggle away from any such public display of affection.

‘Don’t forget you had a gold star the other day when Rosa didn’t,’ came Molly’s timely reminder, her lively blue eyes resting affectionately on Patsy. Having been close friends with Angie since their own first day at this very same school, Molly was extremely fond of Patsy. ‘So I think the two of you are just about even in the star department.’

‘Course you are,’ added Angie, an elegant woman, tall and slim with dark hair cut and permed in a short, fashionable layered style. She was smartly dressed in a pale blue twinset and black pencil skirt, with high-heeled court shoes, her shapely legs enhanced by sheer stockings.

‘So, having sorted that out, let’s go home.’ A woman of petite proportions, Molly was much less glamorous than her friend, and had on a faded summer frock and shapeless navy-blue cardigan she’d had for years, shabby sandals on her stockingless feet. Her shoulder-length blonde hair had none of Angie’s salon stylishness since Molly was forced by economics to take the scissors to it herself. It was thick and glossy, though, and suited a simple style.

Chattering companionably, the foursome made their leisurely way home through streets of predominantly terraced houses with tiny privet-edged front gardens and potted geraniums splashing some front steps with colour, albeit that the flowers were a little wilted this late in the season. Collecting the children from school was something of a social occasion – being at a time of day when the main chores of the day were done – and they stopped every now and then to exchange a few words with people they knew, of which there were plenty because both women had lived around here all their lives.  There was only a couple of months between them in age; they were both twenty-five.

It was a warm September afternoon in 1956. Gentle sunshine bathed the homely London suburb of Hanwell – which still had something of a village atmosphere, despite its heavy urbanisation – the air infused with the unmistakable tang of autumn. The rooftops rose to the hazy blue sky in serried ranks, a glimpse of the Wharncliffe Viaduct visible at certain points through gaps between the houses, the distinctive bottle-shaped top of the Beckett Pottery kiln poking up behind the chimneys.

When they reached the corner where they were to go their separate ways, Molly and Angie lingered, chatting.

After a while Angie gave Molly a studied look. ‘Are you all right, kid?’ she enquired.

‘Yeah. Why?’ Molly met her friend’s gaze steadily, just a hint of defensiveness in her tone.

‘You seem a bit . . . sort of preoccupied.’

‘I’m fine.’ She did, actually, have something particular on her mind but didn’t want to go into it until there was something definite to say.

Angie could sense that something was up but was wise enough not to persist. ‘That’s all right then. As long as there’s nothing wrong.’

‘There isn’t, but thanks for asking.’

‘What are friends for?’ Angie guessed it was money trouble; that was a permanent state for Molly, but she was too loyal to her husband to make much of it. She was the sort who would put up a front if she was down to her last penny, and no matter how difficult things were for her she always had time for other people’s problems. Angie had been on the receiving end of her good nature when she herself had been ill with TB in her early teens and been confined to bed for two years. Molly had visited her every day and encouraged other friends to call. Being poorly at an age when peer-group friendship was paramount, it had been hard for the young  Angie, but Molly had made the whole ghastly business more bearable.

She was certainly too good for that idle husband of hers. It infuriated Angie to see her friend so down at heel because of his laziness, but a tacit agreement existed between the two friends. Molly pretended that Brian Hawkins did his best as a provider out of loyalty to him, and Angie pretended to believe her because of respect for Molly’s pride.

The building trade was booming at this time of affluence, and builders’ labourers were in huge demand. But Brian Hawkins wasn’t one to embrace the work ethic and did as little as he could get away with. He would work until he had enough money to meet his basic requirements – his own beer and cigarettes being a top priority – then take a rest, dividing his time between the sofa at home and the local pub. Being self-employed on a cash-in-hand basis, he was paid only for the hours he put in, so Molly was kept short of housekeeping money and had a struggle to pay the bills and clothe Rosa to any sort of decent standard. As for clothes for herself, Angie couldn’t remember the last time Molly had had anything new to wear. But she was a proud woman and bristled at so much as a hint of pity or assistance.

Suddenly Molly’s problems were pushed to the back of Angie’s mind by an ambulance coming round the corner at speed, its bell ringing as it tore down the street in the direction of the main road. It was shortly followed by a motorcyclist, who roared up to the two women and stopped.

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’ Angie asked her brother lightly. ‘Are you racing the ambulance or something?’

He looked at his sister with a worried expression. ‘It’s Dad,’ explained Billy Beckett, a good-looking man of twenty-four, black curly hair wind-blown, the dark eyes, usually so bright with liveliness and devilment, now dull with anxiety.

She gaped, turning pale. ‘What . . . you mean Dad’s in the ambulance?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Oh, my God.’ She was now trembling so much her teeth were chattering. ‘What . . . what’s the matter with him?’

‘The doctor isn’t sure,’ he informed her. ‘It’s some sort of stomach trouble. He got terrible pains at dinner time so he didn’t come back to work this afternoon. He thought he’d be all right after a lie-down, but he wasn’t. Mum got the doctor in and he arranged for Dad to go to hospital right away. They’re taking him to King Edward’s. Mum’s in the ambulance with him.’

Seeing every last vestige of colour drain from her friend’s face, Molly put a steadying hand on her arm. Angie adored her father and, being the only daughter, she’d always been the apple of his eye.

‘Oh, Billy,’ Angie breathed shakily.

‘Don’t panic, sis,’ he tried to comfort her. ‘It’s probably just his gallstones acting up again. You know how they flare up from time to time.’

‘Where’s Josh?’ she asked.

‘Skiving as usual.’ Their younger brother, who was sixteen, was a bit of a tearaway and a thorn in the side of his elder siblings. ‘We sent him to the Broadway to get some milk for our afternoon cuppa and he forgot to come back, as usual.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Anyway, I’ve left your husband holding the fort at the pottery. He’ll tell Josh what’s happened when the little bugger does decide to show up.’ Billy indicated the pillion of his BSA. ‘You gonna hop on the back then, sis?’ He winked at Molly, managing a half-smile even though he was obviously extremely tense. ‘You’ll look after Patsy for her, won’t you, love?’

‘Course I will.’ Molly took Patsy’s hand kindly. ‘She’ll be fine with me and Rosa, won’t you, Pats?’ She raised her eyes to Angie. ‘Go on. You go with Billy to the hospital. I’ll give Patsy her tea and keep her for as long as you like so there’s no need to rush back.’

Her friend gave her a grateful look, big eyes clouded, face taut with fear. ‘Thanks, Moll.’ She looked at her daughter,  who was pale and bewildered, obviously having picked up on the air of sudden drama. ‘That’s an unexpected treat for you, isn’t it, sweetheart?’ she said, forcing a positive tone. ‘Tea with Rosa, eh! What a lucky girl you are. Be good for Auntie Molly. I’ll be back soon.’ She hugged her daughter and smothered her with kisses, then – with an uncharacteristic lack of modesty – hitched up her skirt and straddled the pillion.

 


‘Is my grandpa gonna die?’ asked Patsy, as the three of them headed for the council estate where Molly and Rosa lived, Molly holding each child by the hand.

‘Whatever makes you say that?’ said Molly.

‘Mr Johnson next door went away in an ambulance and he died,’ she informed her in the matter-of-fact way children sometimes have at times of gravity. ‘He’s in heaven, Mummy said.’

‘People don’t just slip off up to heaven that easily,’ encouraged Molly, deliberately keeping her tone light. ‘Hospitals make people better.’

Patsy wasn’t to be fobbed off. ‘Why didn’t they make Mr Johnson better then?’

What did you say to a six-year-old? ‘Well, I suppose they can’t always manage it,’ she suggested. ‘But they do lots of times, and your grandpa will be well looked after.’

This seemed to satisfy the child, and she and Rosa walked a few steps ahead, chattering about the fact that Rosa didn’t have a grandpa, leaving Molly to her own thoughts. Despite her ostensible confidence, she was actually very shaken by this turn of events. She’d worked for Angie’s father, George Beckett, in the office at their family pottery from the time she left school until she’d had Rosa. He’d been an exemplary employer and a kind man, and she thought a lot of him. Maybe it was just his gallstones playing up, as Billy had said, she thought hopefully. George had had trouble with them for years.

Beyond the bay-windowed terraces, the architecture changed to the newer, scruffier buildings of the Peacock Council Estate of houses and flats that had been built just before the war. Molly’s thoughts lingering on the Beckett family, she found herself comparing Angie’s circumstances to her own. Angie had a happy marriage, a lovely home and financial security. The Becketts were by no means rich or posh – you’d go a long way to find more down-to-earth people – but they were in business and George had been able to give his daughter the deposit on a small house when she’d married Dan Plater, who was now a partner in the pottery.

Angie and Dan’s house wasn’t grand – just a three-bedroom terrace – but they were buying and not renting, and that was immensely special to Molly, whose council flat felt like a palace after a stint of living with her mother when she first got married. Being at the mercy of her mother’s constant criticism had been hellish, but she and Brian had had nowhere else to go, the housing shortage being so bad in London at that time. Their flat – in a three-storey block – was small and basic, but at least they had their own front door, and it was on the ground floor.

Envy wasn’t in Molly’s nature and she certainly wasn’t jealous of her friend’s good fortune. She reckoned Angie was due some happiness after the long illness that had struck her in her early teens. She had it all now but nothing could make up for the youth she had lost then.

Thoughts of Angie were banished by the sight of Brian’s pushbike leaning against the wall by their front door. Her spirits plummeted because this meant he’d finished work early, which would leave her short of housekeeping money again this week. Even more worrying was the thought that there wouldn’t be a site manager left who would employ him soon, the amount of times he skived off. That settled it. She was going to make him listen to what she had to say later on, after Rosa had gone to bed. Tension knotted her stomach at the thought. He wasn’t an easy man.

He was lying on the sofa in the living room reading the newspaper and smoking a cigarette when she and the girls went in. A strong, thickset man of twenty-seven with abundant brown hair and small grey-brown eyes, he was good-looking in a rough sort of way, being muscular and square-jawed with tanned skin from working out in the open. He greeted Molly and the girls absently and carried on reading.

‘You’re home early,’ Molly remarked.

‘Yeah.’ He didn’t go in for explanations.

‘Did work finish for the day for everyone at the site?’

‘No.’ He never tried to justify or hide his laziness. ‘The others were still there working. I’d had enough for one day so I made up some story about not feeling well and came home.’

‘I see.’

The girls went through to the kitchen.

‘What’s Patsy doing here?’ he demanded.

‘Angie’s dad’s been rushed into hospital so she’s gone to see him,’ Molly explained. ‘Patsy will stay with us until her mother gets back.’

He dropped the newspaper and sat up sharply. ‘George Beckett in hospital? Blimey, that’s a turn-up. It must be serious.’

‘Not necessarily. He’s only had stomach pains. It might turn out to be some minor thing.’ It was important to her to stay positive and it would help if he did the same. But no such luck.

‘They don’t rush you to hospital for something minor,’ he pointed out in a doom-laden voice.

‘No. But not all bad pains turn out to be life-threatening either. Anyway, I’d rather look on the bright side.’

‘That’s up to you.’ He looked towards the door. ‘I hope those kids aren’t gonna make too much noise.’

‘They’re not usually too bad.’ She was always on the defensive with him. ‘But I’ll give them some tea and then they can play outside in the street. Might as well make the most of the good weather while it lasts.’

He gave an indifferent shrug. ‘I could do with a cuppa,’ he told her.

The smallest household task, even something as simple as boiling a kettle, he refused to do on principle because he considered it to be out of his male domain. But Molly stifled her irritation and said, ‘I’ll make some tea in a minute.’

Having settled the girls at the kitchen table with fish-paste sandwiches, a jam sponge she’d made earlier, and a glass of milk each, she made a pot of tea and took a cup into the other room for Brian. The room was cheaply furnished but cosy, with a red three-piece suite, and various other items including a sideboard with a wireless sitting on top, the floor covered by a square of patterned carpet bordered by lino. Molly kept the place spotless. Every surface that could be polished, gleamed.

‘Well, I’ve got no sympathy for old man Beckett. That’s what good living does for you.’ Brian was envious of the Beckett family almost to the point of hatred, and resented Molly’s friendship with them. ‘These well-off types always get ulcers from eating too much rich food. Serves ’em right an’ all.’

‘They’re not the type of people to go in for fancy living,’ Molly pointed out.

‘With all their money? Don’t make me laugh.’

‘They’re not filthy rich, you know, Brian.’

‘Ooh, not much,’ he scorned. ‘If they’re not well off how come your best friend’s father gave her the deposit on a house, and Rosa is always going on about their lovely garden and the fact that they’ve got a television?’

‘I said they weren’t filthy rich, I didn’t say they weren’t comfortable,’ Molly pointed out. ‘Anyway, lots of ordinary families have a television set now. Even people on this estate.’

‘Only because they get them on the never-never,’ he stated categorically. ‘The Becketts wouldn’t have to do that. They’d be able to pay outright for theirs.’

‘I’ve no idea what their arrangements are. That’s their  business,’ she said curtly. ‘Anyway, they work very hard for their money.’

‘Call what they do work?’

‘I certainly do,’ she replied. ‘It takes years to learn to be a good potter. According to what I’ve heard, George Beckett built his business from nothing. He and his wife took a derelict house and made it into a home for the family, and he built the kiln and the workshops in the garden. He didn’t exactly have anything handed to him on a plate.’

‘Even so, pottery is a doddle compared to working on a building site.’

‘Being a potter is quite physically demanding, you know,’ she informed him. ‘I’ve worked there; I’ve seen what goes on. It’s very hard on the shoulders and arms, sitting at a potter’s wheel all day moulding clay.’

‘It’s a holiday compared to what I have to do: digging bloody footings and humping heavy stuff like drainage pipes and fittings about all day,’ he complained.

‘Obviously it isn’t as strenuous as that,’ Molly was forced to agree. ‘But maybe you should do something else if you hate the work that much. There are plenty of jobs about.’

‘Fat chance of me learning anything new when I’ve got you and Rosa to support.’

The remark had the desired effect, prodding the aching guilt already deeply embedded within her. ‘There are plenty of vacancies for unskilled workers in the factories,’ she mentioned. ‘You could earn good money straight away.’

‘Nah. The building trade is what I know,’ he dismissed her suggestion. ‘I’m just saying that those Becketts have an easy time of it compared to someone like me. They wouldn’t last five minutes on a building site.’

‘I expect they would if they had to, once they got used to it,’ she defended.

‘You would say that, wouldn’t you?’ Brian’s eyes flashed with resentment. ‘You’ve always been thick with that family, even though you know I can’t stand the sight of them.’

Realising where this conversation was heading, Molly swiftly brought the subject to a close. ‘Well, I can’t stay here chatting. I’ve got to go and peel the spuds,’ she said.

‘What are we having?’

‘Sausages.’

‘Not bangers and mash again?’

‘No. Bangers and chips,’ she said, and departed hastily to the kitchen.

She’d resisted the temptation to say that he couldn’t expect rump steak on the money he gave her, because she didn’t want a row to break out while Patsy was here. Anyway, there was bound to be a slanging match later on when she told him what she intended to do to make things easier for them. That would be more than enough for one day.

 


It was getting late and Molly was wondering if she should put Patsy to bed with Rosa, as both the girls were tired and it was past their bedtime. She could just about squeeze the camp bed into Rosa’s tiny cupboard of a room.

She was going to find some pyjamas for their visitor when there was a knock at the door. It was Dan Plater, Angie’s husband, a tall fresh-complexioned man with warm, shandy-coloured eyes, thick brows and rich brown wavy hair.

‘Sorry to be so late coming for Patsy,’ he apologised with a quick anxious smile. ‘I should have come to get her straight from work but I decided to go to the hospital. Thought I needed to be there for Angie. She’s having a tough time, the poor love.’

‘Patsy’s no trouble to us,’ Molly assured him warmly. ‘I told Angie not to worry about the time.’

‘Thanks, Moll.’ Dan shook his head, puffing out his lips. ‘Phew, what a day.’

‘Cuppa tea?’ she offered.

‘No, I’d better not stop, thanks. I need to get Patsy home to bed.’ Just then they were interrupted by his daughter, who tore towards him and leaped up, throwing her arms round his  neck and wrapping her legs round his waist. ‘Hello there, princess,’ he said, kissing her head.

‘’Lo, Dad.’

The love flowing between them was so tangible it brought a lump to Molly’s throat. Nothing like that existed between Rosa and Brian. He rarely spoke to the child, let alone touched her. Molly instinctively put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

‘Sorry I’m late, poppet,’ said Dan.

‘S’all right.’ Patsy continued to hug him. ‘Isn’t Mum with you?’

‘No. She’s still at the hospital with Grandpa and the others,’ he explained. ‘So she’s put me in charge and it’s bedtime for you, young lady. You go and get your things while I talk to Auntie Moll for a minute.’

‘How is George?’ enquired Molly as the girls trotted out of earshot.

‘He’s stable now after surgery and they seem to think he’ll make a full recovery. He was sleeping when I left, still drowsy from the anaesthetic. It was a burst appendix, apparently.’

‘Poor old George,’ she said sympathetically. ‘Still, he’s going to be all right. That’s the important thing.’

‘Ooh, I’ll say. He’s given us all a scare, I can tell you,’ he went on. ‘Poor Angie has been in a terrible state. You know what she’s like about her dad. But she managed to keep a grip for the sake of her mum.’

‘Are they both staying at the hospital all night?’

‘No. They’ll be home later. Angie’s mum wanted to stay for a while longer so Angie stayed on to keep her company. Billy and Josh have gone off to get some fish and chips. They’ve got their appetites back now they know that their dad is going to be all right.’

‘If there’s anything I can do, you only have to say.’

‘That’s kind of you,’ he told her. ‘You’ve been a great help already, looking after Patsy.’

‘Any time at all,’ she assured him. ‘If you want me to take her to school in the morning, or collect her, just let me know.’

‘I think we’ll be back to normal tomorrow, as far as that’s concerned,’ Dan said. ‘Now that George is off the danger list we’ll go to the hospital during normal visiting times.’

They were talking in the tiny hall and Brian appeared from the living room. Molly knew from the suspicious gleam in his eyes that there would be a post-mortem about her conversation with Dan after he’d gone. Fortunately, it was such a personal perception no one else would have noticed. Dan certainly didn’t.

‘Wotcha, mate,’ greeted Brian. ‘I hear you’ve got a bit of trouble. How are things?’

Dan put him up to date.

‘So you’ll all be able to sleep easy in your beds tonight then,’ said Brian, ‘knowing George is going to be all right.’

‘We all feel better than we did earlier on, and that’s a fact.’

Patsy appeared wearing her blazer and carrying her navy-blue school shoe bag. After a little more polite conversation she and Dan left.

‘What were you talking to him about before I appeared on the scene?’ came Brian’s predictable enquiry when Rosa had gone to get ready for bed.

‘George, of course.’

‘And the rest,’ he accused. ‘I’m not blind, yer know. I saw the way he was looking at you.’

Molly sighed. Brian had only a tenuous grip on reality when it came to her and other men, and would suspect her of fancying Hitler himself if the mood took him. ‘Don’t go down that road, please,’ she entreated. ‘Dan is the most happily married man I know. He only has eyes for Angie.’

‘Don’t make me laugh,’ Brian snorted. ‘Everyone knows he’s the biggest womaniser in the borough.’

‘That just isn’t true.’

‘It is,’ he persisted. ‘Even her parents were against the marriage because of his reputation.’

‘You’re going back a bit, aren’t you? He was a bit of a lad when he was in his teens,’ she admitted. ‘But that was just wild oats and he was only a boy. He’s come a long way since then, and is a real family man and absolutely devoted to his wife. Since he and Angie got together he’s never so much as looked at another woman.’

‘Trust you to take his side.’ Brian looked sulky now. ‘You always go against me.’

‘What do you expect when you say such horrible things about people; things that just aren’t true?’ The sound of Rosa calling from the bathroom ended the conversation. ‘Coming, love,’ Molly shouted, and hurried from the room.

 


As soon as she was certain that Rosa had gone off to sleep, Molly turned off the wireless, sat down in the armchair and broached the subject that had been on her mind all day, needing to discuss it before Brian departed to the pub. He certainly wouldn’t be in any state to listen when he got back.

‘There’s a part-time job going at the school,’ she announced. ‘In the office. Someone’s leaving unexpectedly so they need a replacement in a hurry. I was talking to one of the other mums when I was shopping in the Broadway this morning. She works as a dinner lady there, which is how she knows about it.’

Reclining on the sofa, Brian looked across at her, brows raised. ‘So, what are you telling me for?’ He feigned innocence. ‘I can’t type.’

‘There’s no need to be sarky.’ Although she was putting on a bold front, Molly was actually very nervous. Brian had a powerful hold over her that made her feel permanently vulnerable. ‘You know exactly what I’ve got in mind.’

His features tightened and his tone became harsh. ‘Yeah, and you know exactly how I feel about your going out to work. So why bring it up?’

‘Because this job would be absolutely ideal,’ she tried to persuade him. ‘It’s only a few hours a day, and only on school  days, so it would fit in with Rosa perfectly. I’d get all the school holidays off.’

‘No, Molly, you’re not doing it.’ He was adamant.

‘But it wouldn’t inconvenience you in the slightest,’ she assured him. ‘The household wouldn’t be disrupted. I wouldn’t neglect my responsibilities here.’

‘I’m not having people think I can’t support my family.’

‘What does it matter what people think?’

‘It matters to me.’

‘Quite a few mothers go out to work these days when their children start school.’

‘You’re not gonna be one of them,’ he insisted. ‘A woman’s place is in the home.’

‘Women did all sorts of jobs during the war,’ she reminded him. ‘Driving ambulances and buses; they even flew planes and did precision engineering.’

‘So what? The war’s been over for eleven years and women are back where they belong – in the home.’

‘Not all of them, not now that jobs are plentiful,’ Molly disagreed. ‘Anyway, I’m talking about a little part-time job not a full-time career. I would never do anything to interfere with Rosa or you; you know that.’

‘You’re not going out to work, Molly, so there’s no point in your keeping on about it.’ He was seething with irritation. ‘I’m not having it and that’s that.’

‘I see.’ She took a deep breath in an effort to calm her nerves, forcing herself to continue. ‘In that case you’ll have to give me more housekeeping money every week,’ she told him. ‘I simply can’t manage on what you give me at the moment.’

‘You’ll have to try harder then, because I’m not giving you any more.’

‘Let me get a job then, for heaven’s sake.’ She was trembling, partly with anger and exasperation but also from the profound sense of failure Brian instilled in her. ‘At least then I could provide decent meals for us and get my daughter  the things she needs without having to ask you for extra money. I wouldn’t earn a fortune at the school but at least I’d feel as though I was doing my bit. God knows, I don’t want to keep on at you but I can only make the housekeeping money stretch so far.’

She could have reminded him that he never went short of beer or cigarettes and that he could earn double what he did now if he were to work normal hours. But because of the circumstances of their marriage she didn’t feel able to do that.

‘Instead of complaining you ought to think back to where you’d be now if I hadn’t married you,’ he said nastily. ‘In the gutter, that’s where.’

Even though he reminded her about this on a regular basis, it still hurt. ‘I haven’t forgotten and I’m very grateful to you, you know that,’ Molly said, her manner more subdued.

‘Not grateful enough, obviously, or you wouldn’t be giving me all this earache about going out to work when you know it’s something I’m dead set against,’ he grumbled, lighting a cigarette, inhaling deeply and coughing as a result.

‘I can’t see what’s so terrible about it when it will make life easier for you.’ He was infuriating. ‘Some men would be glad to have a wife who’s prepared to get out there working to bring in extra money.’

‘Some men might but not me, and you know that because you’ve talked about getting a job before and I’ve told you how I feel about it,’ he raged. ‘If you thought anything of me at all you wouldn’t upset me by suggesting it.’ His deep-set eyes pierced into her. ‘Still, you don’t, do you, Molly?’ He paused, his steady gaze not leaving her face. ‘Think anything of me.’

A feeling of hopelessness swept over her. She was no match for his emotional blackmail. He made the rules in this marriage and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it because she was so much in his debt. ‘Don’t be silly, Brian, of course I think a lot of you,’ she told him. ‘Don’t start all that again.’

‘I’m not starting anything,’ he said angrily, rising with a purposeful air. ‘You’re the one who started this.’ He paused, looking down at her perched stiffly on the edge of the armchair. ‘I’ve done everything a man possibly could for you and Rosa. No one could have done more.’

‘I know, I know,’ she agreed.

‘Then the least you can do is respect my wishes over this.’ He drew hard on his cigarette. ‘I’m going down the pub and I don’t want to hear another word about any job. As far as I’m concerned the subject is closed.’

And with that he left the flat.

 


In the kitchen, making a cup of Camp coffee, Molly found her hands were trembling. Sitting down to drink the coffee in the living room, she mulled over the impasse she found herself in. Brian had an aversion to work so kept her short of money. She was willing to work to get the cash they needed to keep the household running to a decent standard, and Brian, paradoxically, forbade her to do it. It was ridiculous! But then his judgement was impaired by bitterness. And she was to blame. She should never have allowed herself to be panicked into marriage to a man she didn’t love.

She thought back to a time when she and Brian had been friends. He’d lived just round the corner from her and they’d played together in the street with the rest of the kids. They’d always got on well, even though he’d had a crush on her that wasn’t reciprocated. Naturally they’d drifted apart as they’d grown up and spread their wings. He’d gone away to do his national service; she’d met new people and started dating. When she was just nineteen – after an intense and reckless love affair with a boy called Ray, whom she’d adored and who had asked her to marry him – she’d found herself jilted, broken-hearted, pregnant and alone. Ray had run off to start a new life in Harlow New Town with a greengrocer’s daughter from Shepherd’s Bush.

One day, driven by despair, she’d poured out her heart to  Brian when they’d happened to meet in Churchfields, soon after he’d come back from a stint in the army in Germany. He’d offered to marry her and bring the baby up as his own; had claimed it didn’t matter that she didn’t love him because her friendship would be enough. Entirely motivated by the opportunity of respectability for her child, she’d agreed. Her mother knew the truth; Molly had also confided in Angie. Everyone else had been encouraged to believe that Brian had got her in the family way and done the decent thing by marrying her.

So Molly was hugely in his debt. Because of his generosity, Rosa was being brought up in a family, instead of as an outcast. And Molly herself had a place in the community rather than the isolation she would have endured as an unmarried mother. Not many men would be willing to take on a woman who was pregnant with another man’s child as Brian had.

Despite claiming to need only friendship from her when he was persuading her to marry him, it had soon become obvious that her affection wasn’t enough. Molly did her duty to Brian in the bedroom, but never enjoyed it, and he sensed this, despite all her efforts to hide it. She had hoped she would grow to love him in the way he wanted; had tried so hard to make it happen. But gratitude simply wouldn’t turn into love. Brian was no Einstein but he wasn’t fooled. His disappointment made him bitter and imbued him with a perpetual sense of grievance. As he became increasingly jealous and possessive, even her fondness for him began to fade and they lost the companionship they’d once shared.

Plagued by compunction and a sense of having failed him, Molly had tried to make it up to him by being an exemplary wife; had pandered to his every need and accepted the double standards that allowed him pocket money and the freedom to come and go as he pleased but forbade her the same privilege.

It was the same gratitude and guilt that made her feel she couldn’t defy him and go out to work, even though it would  improve life for them all. She couldn’t give him love but she could give him the loyalty he deserved after all he had done for her. He wasn’t an affectionate father to Rosa and stayed very much on the periphery of her upbringing, but he was never actually unkind to her beyond being irritated by her youthful ebullience. That meant a lot to Molly. Rosa was her life and she’d put up with anything to keep her safe.

Sometimes, though, the longing to be free of Brian was almost a physical pain. It was as though he hadn’t matured; had retained his adolescent mentality. She wanted to be away from the poison of his constant jealousy and the relentless strain of living on the verge of an argument. But she would never leave him; that would be too cruel. He was rough and small-minded but he was emotionally fragile where Molly was concerned.

She finished her coffee, took the cup out to the kitchen and washed it. The mess she was in was of her own making so she had no right to indulge in self-pity. She just had to continue to do what she’d been doing ever since she married Brian: making the best of things. She really didn’t know how she was going to get Rosa the new clothes she needed for school, though, or the winter shoes that would soon become urgent.

Oh well, she’d just have to beg Brian for more money if he wouldn’t let her earn it. Although he complained, he enjoyed making her grovel. It confirmed his power over her. Still, she supposed that was a small compensation for her lack of love.

 


Brian ordered a pint, speedily emptied the glass and asked for another. He needed it to cheer him up; to lessen the fear of losing Molly that haunted him and had been exacerbated by talk of her going out to work. If he allowed her to do that, it would be the beginning of the end. Once she got a taste of freedom and wasn’t totally reliant on him financially, she’d have no reason to stay. She certainly didn’t stay with him because she loved him.

He’d wanted her for so long, the thought of losing her  terrified him. He’d sooner have her under any terms than not at all. Of course, the extra money she would bring in would be handy, especially as he hated work and liked plenty of pocket money, but he daren’t risk it. If she got so much as a glimpse of independence there was no knowing where it would end. She certainly wouldn’t have any trouble finding another bloke, saddled with a kid or not. He’d seen heads turn when she walked into a room. She wasn’t smartly dressed – he made sure she couldn’t afford to be – but she was a very attractive woman with her blonde hair and slim figure.

Ordering yet another drink, he found himself longing to be free from the all-consuming passion he felt for her that caused him so much pain. The constant feeling of insecurity exhausted and depressed him. He didn’t enjoy being struck with panic every time she so much as spoke to another man, or the agony of wondering when she went out of the door if she would ever come back.

It would be nice to be with someone who returned his feelings and thought he was wonderful. How good it must feel to be in a relationship where both parties enjoyed each other’s company like he and Molly used to be before they got married. It wasn’t as though he was repulsive to women. He’d had his chances, and taken some of them too, married or not. Women liked a man with plenty of muscle.

But it was Molly who stirred his blood, and there was nothing he could do about it. He felt compelled to keep her in whatever way he could. She claimed she would never leave him, but women couldn’t be trusted. As his own mother had run off with another man when he was a boy, he could speak with authority on the subject. The only way to make sure of Molly was to keep her grateful and at home. Of course, the ultimate safeguard would be to get her pregnant but that wasn’t possible because there had been damage to her womb during Rosa’s birth.

‘Wotcha, Bri,’ said a man of about his own age, whom he knew vaguely from the building site. ‘You look as though  you’ve got the worries of the world on your shoulders.’

Brian shrugged.

‘Woman trouble, I bet,’ guessed the man. ‘When a bloke gets that defeated look about him, there’s bound to be a woman in the picture somewhere.’

‘Yeah, well, that’s what they do to you, innit?’ Brian agreed matily. ‘I reckon they were put on earth to make us men suffer.’

‘Peculiar creatures, women,’ consoled the man, becoming philosophical. ‘You’ve more chance of swimming the Channel with bricks tied to your feet than understanding any one of ’em.’

‘You can say that again.’

‘Have another drink, and forget all about her for an hour or two,’ invited the man.

‘That’s very civil of you,’ replied Brian, considerably cheered. ‘I’ll have a pint of bitter, please.’

‘We could have a game o’ darts, if you like,’ suggested the man. ‘The dartboard’s free.’

‘Yeah, OK.’

By the time he’d thrown a few darts and made inroads into his next pint, the last person on Brian’s mind was Molly. He was far too engrossed in his own enjoyment to give her another thought for the rest of the evening.

 


‘You must put all ideas of getting a job out of your head if your husband’s against it,’ pronounced Molly’s mother, Joan Rawlings, the next morning. Molly had called to see her at the tiny flat the council had moved her to when both her daughters had left home. ‘You can’t afford to rock the boat there.’

As soon as the words were out Molly realised it was a mistake to have mentioned the school job to her mother. It had slipped out when she was off her guard. Even now, after twenty-five years of criticism and unfavourable comparison to her elder sister, Molly still lived in hope that one day her  mother might support her in something.

‘I know that. It just seems a bit daft for him to object when we need the money,’ mentioned Molly.

Joan poured hot water on to bottled coffee in two cups, added milk and sugar, put the cups on the kitchen table at which Molly was sitting and sat down opposite her. ‘That’s men for you. They have these notions about being the breadwinner even if they don’t do a decent job of it. Anyway, you should be pleased he’s willing to support you,’ lectured Joan, who was small like Molly, and had similar features though none of her charm. Her hair had once been honey-coloured but was now white and tightly permed, which emphasised her wrinkled skin, her waistline eradicated by the passing years and a passion for sweet things.

‘So he keeps telling me.’

Joan sipped her coffee. ‘Just remember where you and Rosa would be if he hadn’t married you,’ she warned.

‘Between you and Brian, I never get the chance to forget,’ Molly replied.

‘That can only be a good thing. It doesn’t do to take things for granted,’ Joan continued, missing Molly’s point. ‘Brian’s a bit of a rough diamond and not the sort of man I’d have chosen for either of my daughters, but he was your ticket to respectability and you should be grateful for that.’

‘Yes, Mum.’ Without wishing to pass blame, she sometimes wondered if she would have rushed into marriage with Brian so readily if her mother had been more understanding. But Joan didn’t have the mettle to cope with the disgrace of an illegitimate baby in the family and had all but dragged Molly to the register office.

‘Anyway, it isn’t right to go out to work when you’ve got a young child,’ Joan went on.

‘You did.’

‘I didn’t have any choice, did I?’ Joan was quick to point out. ‘Seeing as I had to bring you and Peggy up on my own, after your father was killed in action. I’d much rather have  been at home but my army pension doesn’t go far.’

‘Neither does the money Brian gives me.’

Her mother sighed heavily, her thin lips setting in a hard line. ‘You made your bed, Molly,’ she reminded her. ‘It’s no good coming to me for sympathy.’

Molly wasn’t that self-deluded. ‘Actually, I came to see how you are as you thought you were going down with a cold yesterday,’ she explained. ‘I only mentioned the job out of interest.’

‘Oh.’ Joan sniffed. ‘Well, all I’m saying is you can’t go against your husband on this one.’

‘I’m not going to.’

Joan stared thoughtfully into space. ‘You could have done so much better, if only you’d behaved yourself,’ she said.

‘It wasn’t like that, Mum.’ Her mother always made it seem as though Molly had been some cheap tart who’d slept with all and sundry, and she never seemed to realise how painful her insensitivity was.

‘You can dress it up any way you like: it was different for you, he was the love of your life and he promised you marriage, and all the rest of it,’ she went on, ‘but it doesn’t alter anything. If you’d shown some restraint—’

‘Then I wouldn’t have Rosa, would I?’ Molly cut in. ‘And no matter how stupid I was, I can never, ever regret it because she’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me and I thank God for her every day of my life.’

‘Your sister had the right idea.’ Molly might as well not have spoken. Her mother was unstoppable when she got into her stride, pride creeping into her tone at the mention of her favoured child. ‘She waited until she’d found a man who meant it when he said he’d marry her, a man who could provide well for her. You won’t hear Peggy talking about getting a job, oh no. She’s perfectly content to let Reg earn the money.’

‘She works on the cash desk in Reg’s shop,’ Molly pointed out.

‘Only a few hours a week,’ said Joan, immediately on the defensive. ‘Anyway, it isn’t like going out to work when it’s your own business.’

There was no point in arguing with her mother when she got on to the subject of Peggy’s achievements, so Molly just said, ‘I suppose not.’

‘Reg’s business is doing ever so well,’ Joan went on proudly. ‘They’ve got a car now.’

‘They’ll be able to come and visit you more often then, won’t they?’ said Molly pointedly.

‘Well, yes, and I’m sure they will.’ Joan seemed oblivious to Molly’s hint. ‘But they’re very busy, what with the children and the business.’

Reg was a butcher and had his own shop in Wembley. Peggy was one of those people on whom fortune seemed to shine. She had a good husband who provided well for her, one child of each sex, just as she had always wanted, a lovely home and a stable family life. With all of that, Molly thought she might find it in her heart to show a bit more interest in the woman who had brought her up.

But she only occasionally visited or invited Mum there. But Mum still appeared to worship her. Molly called in on a regular basis and was rewarded with criticism. If she dared to say a word out of place about Peggy, she was accused of jealousy. It was impossible not to feel an occasional twinge of envy for Peggy, who could feed and clothe her children decently, but Molly tried not to let it take root.

However, she was too tired to pursue the subject of Peggy today, and give her mother cause for accusation. Molly had barely slept. What with the worry of how she was going to find the money for Rosa’s winter clothes, and Brian being drunk and aggressive when he’d got home from the pub, sleep had eluded her.

‘Yeah, I expect they are,’ she agreed now with a weary sigh.

Mercifully her mother changed the subject. ‘George Beckett’s going to be all right then?’ she said. 

Molly nodded. ‘I saw Angie at the school this morning. She said he’ll have to stay in hospital for a few more days but the panic’s over.’

‘Thank God for that. We don’t want him popping off at this early stage,’ she said. ‘He’s not much older than I am – early to mid-fifties, I should think.’

‘Something like that.’ Molly paused thoughtfully. ‘Which reminds me, I must call in at Angie’s on the way home to see if she’d like me to collect Patsy from school this afternoon. She might want to go to the hospital to see her dad and be worried about getting back in time.’

‘She’ll appreciate that.’

Molly finished her coffee and stood up. ‘I’d better be off then,’ she said.

Joan looked at the kitchen clock. ‘It’s time I was getting on anyway. I want to give the place a going-over before I leave for work this afternoon.’ She worked in a draper’s store in Hanwell Broadway. ‘I’m starting at one o’clock.’

‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ said Molly, heading for the door. ‘See you tomorrow.’

 


Angie and Dan lived in Darley Avenue, a tree-lined street of well-kept terraced and semi-detached houses not far from the canal. The street was quite ordinary but had a nice feel about it, being clean and quiet.

There were very few cars parked in the road at this time of day, and Molly was surprised to see Dan’s old Ford. He must have popped home from work for something, she thought idly. The pottery was within easy walking distance.

She was about to knock at the front door when it opened and Dan and Angie appeared, obviously on their way out. From the stricken look on their faces it was obvious that something awful had happened.

Molly looked from one to the other, shaking her head slowly, not wanting to believe what she saw in their eyes. ‘No . . .’ She was breathless with shock. ‘Oh, Angie, no . . .’

‘Mum’s just phoned from the hospital,’ her friend explained shakily.

‘But he was going to be all right,’ Molly muttered almost to herself.

‘There were post-operative complications, apparently,’ explained Dan through dry lips, his arm round his wife supportively. ‘He died about ten minutes ago.’

Molly’s head spun and her heart was pounding. ‘Oh, Angie,’ she said at last, holding out her arms, ‘I’m so very sorry.’

Angie went into Molly’s arms but she was stiff and tense, her eyes dry, her body trembling. ‘Yeah, I know you are, kid,’ she said, her voice high and tight.

‘I don’t know what to say . . .’

‘Don’t worry . . .’

‘We’d better get going, love,’ said Dan tenderly. ‘Your mum will be needing us.’

‘Yeah, of course.’ She drew back from Molly, looking vague as though trying to gather her wits. ‘Could you take Patsy home from school with you, Moll, if I’m not there when they come out? Just in case we’re held up.’

‘Sure.’

‘God knows what sort of a state Mum will be in.’

‘Give her my love,’ Molly managed to choke out.

‘Yeah.’

With Dan’s arm round his wife, they walked out to the car. The love between them was palpable. Molly didn’t know of a more devoted couple.

As she walked home, her own eyes were brimming with tears. George Beckett had been a lovely man and very well liked in the area. It would be a sadder place without him. Poor Angie must be devastated. Thank goodness she had a husband like Dan to comfort her.

OEBPS/Images/HLogo.jpeg
HEADLINE





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pame_9780755383337_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Second Chané |

of Sunshine

-

From the bestselling author of

The Pride of Park Street

g X
 § S
< ¥ A
|





