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It’s the evening of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1897, and in the centre of Blackpool there is an atmosphere of celebration and excitement. It’s a magical night for Molly Rimmer and her friend Flo – especially when Molly meets Joss, a distinguished gentleman who is clearly smitten by her.

Molly’s future seems full of promise and she hopes to raise herself above the poverty she was born into by one day having her own shop, and by continuing her budding relationship with the charming Joss. But her dreams are dashed when tragedy strikes her family. Molly must take responsibility for her siblings, leaving her ambitions, and Joss, behind. In time, she marries hector Stubbins, leading light of the local Methodist church, looking for the love and security she has lost form her own happy family. But Hector is not the man he first appears to be. Will Molly ever be able to reach beyond the sunset and find the happiness that once seemed to be within her grasp?

For Jeanette and Brian, friends of long standing, with whom I have shared many happy times, and a few which were not so happy.

And for my friends Beryl and Norman, whose surname I have ‘borrowed’ for one of the families in this book!

‘Friendships multiply joys and divide griefs.’

(A Handbook of Proverbs, 1855)

Chapter 1



‘Poor old lady. She didn’t last very long, did she?’ Molly Rimmer and her friend Flo Palmer leaned against the railings near North Pier, gazing out across the Irish Sea. Not that they had to gaze very far. The awesome sight that was commanding their attention and that of scores of other folk, residents and visitors alike, was the wreck of Nelson’s battleship, the Foudroyant, now a poor broken-up skeleton of its former self, lying on Blackpool sands near to the Metropole Hotel.

‘Yes, it’s hard to imagine, isn’t it, that we were on it only the other day?’ replied Flo. ‘Such a grand day it was an’ all last Sunday. Not a cloud in the sky. Who’d’ve thought it could change so quickly? Still, that’s Blackpool for you. Seems that even Lord Nelson’s ship didn’t stand a chance with our famous gales.’

‘You’re right there, lass,’ said the man standing next to her. ‘Never seen ’owt like it, have you, Charlie? Twenty foot high, them waves, I’ll be bound . . .’

‘Aye, we were here at six o’clock, this morning, weren’t we, Nora, watching all t’goings-on?’

‘Well, thank God the crew are all safe, that’s all I can say . . .’

Molly and Flo, listening to the comments from the crowd around them, smiled a little sadly at one another. Blackpool was renowned for the free shows it provided, its glorious sunsets being one, the vagaries of the wind and weather another, but seldom had they caused such havoc so near to the town.

At Whitsuntide 1897, Nelson’s man-of-war the Foudroyant had been moored a mile or so out to sea. She was to be yet another attraction for the rest of the year at least, it was hoped, to entertain the holidaymakers who were flocking to the resort in their thousands. Pleasure steamers were very soon busy ferrying people every hour out to the stately two-decked ship. Molly and Flo, somewhat timorously, neither of them having ventured on to the sea before, had last Sunday afternoon boarded the Clifton a paddle steamer painted white and lavishly gilded on its paddle boxes, at the North Pier jetty.

That was nothing, however, compared to the wonders of the Foudroyant. The two young women had ‘oohed’ and ‘aahed’ along with the rest of the visitors, who were swarming over the decks, marvelling at the leather fire buckets, the cutlasses, flintlock muskets and bayonets, and the motto ‘Remember Nelson’ inserted in brass letters on the poop deck. The most awe-inspiring spectacle was that of the Admiral’s cabin itself, the walls of which were decorated with portraits of Nelson, Lady Hamilton, Sir Ralph Abercromby and former captains of the ship. On the table were facsimiles of letters in Nelson’s handwriting, somewhat scrawly because, by that time, Nelson had lost his right arm.

And now not only the great man, but the great ship was no more. At dawn on Wednesday, 16 June, a strong westerly wind had arisen and the Foudroyant, her sails still furled, had started to drag her anchors. The news had speedily spread through the town, and hundreds of spectators had watched the destruction of the once-famous battleship. They saw her drifting helplessly towards the beach, battered and tossed about by the waves. The Blackpool lifeboat was launched as soon as it was possible to do so, and the crew of the ship was quickly rescued. Not a moment too soon, because as the ship finally came to ground the main mast and the foremast crashed over the side and the upper parts of the mizzen mast collapsed into the sea. As the tide turned, the wind died down almost as quickly as it had sprung up. Now, in the mid-afternoon, a brilliant sun shone down on the wrecked hull and already a crowd of holidaymakers could be seen descending on the ship, hunting for souvenirs.

‘They’re like vultures,’ said Molly. ‘It’s making me sad just looking at ’em.’ She tucked her hand through her friend’s arm. ‘Come on, Flo. I’ve seen enough, haven’t you? Let’s go and look at the decorations, shall we? It’ll happen cheer us up a bit. And we don’t want to waste our half-day, do we?’

‘I should think not,’ replied Flo. ‘And the sun’s shining, for once.’

The two young women, both aged seventeen, were employed in shops on Jubilee Terrace, Molly at the confectioner’s and Flo at the draper’s two doors away. There were, in fact, only six shops on this rather exclusive terrace, right opposite the Metropole Hotel, facing the sea. It had been built ten years ago at the time of Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee, hence the name. As well as the confectioner’s and the draper’s there were a chemist’s shop, a toyshop, a photographer’s studio and a shop which advertised itself as selling high-class boots and shoes.

Now, the Jubilee Terrace shops, along with many other establishments in the town, were setting out their stalls and vying with one another to present the best display of decorations in celebration of the diamond jubilee of the Queen, another grand old lady who, unlike the Foudroyant, seemed indestructible.

The actual celebration, to be observed as a public holiday throughout the town, was to be on the following Tuesday, 22 June, but already the town appeared to be in a festive mood. Running south, down the length of the promenade, the lines of flags, pennants and streamers made an attractive and colourful scene. In Talbot Square streamers ran from the central drinking fountain to the poles erected outside the shops on either side of the square. On the Tower buildings national flags decorated the turrets on the balconies and, no doubt, come the great day, flags would be flying from the summit of the Tower as well.

‘I dare say your dad’s had summat to do with that lot, hasn’t he?’ remarked Flo as they walked past the Tower. Molly’s father, William Rimmer, was employed as a janitor and odd-job man at the Tower, and he was well known for his cheerfulness and eagerness to help out with any job that needed doing.

‘Yes, he’s had a hand in putting them up,’ smiled Molly. ‘He’s full of it at the moment, I can tell you. They’ve got some special acts – swimmers and gymnasts and trapeze artists – performing in the Pavilion. And there’s an Old English village in the elevator hall – you know, the place where the Tower lifts go from – with all the stalls decked out like the “Good Old Days”. Don’t quite know when they were. When Queen Victoria came to the throne, I suppose, or even earlier than that, maybe. Dad has been on at me mam for ages to go and see it. I expect he could sneak her in, although you know what a stickler he is for always paying his way. Anyroad, Mam doesn’t seem interested. Well, to be fair I don’t suppose it’s that she’s not interested. She gets very tired at the moment.’ Molly lowered her voice. ‘And she doesn’t like folk seeing her now she’s such a size. Not that she’s said so, but I know me mam.’

‘When’s the baby due then?’ asked Flo, her voice just a whisper. ‘It can’t be very far off?’

Molly pursed her lips. ‘A couple of weeks, I think, that’s all. Mam’s very cagey about it. She didn’t tell me for ages that she was expecting, and she hasn’t told our Em at all. Em asked me, though, why Mam was getting so fat, so I had to tell her. I tried to explain, but it’s hard to know what to say. I think she understood – at least I hope she did. You know how quiet she is, our Em. Like Mam, really. Never says two words when one’ll do.’ Emily was Molly’s eight-year-old sister, a shy, withdrawn sort of little girl; as Molly said, like her mother. Whereas Molly knew that she herself took after her father, at least in disposition: cheerful, outgoing and – her friends would say – kind, helpful and brimful of optimism.

‘Come on,’ she said now as they turned off the promenade into Victoria Street. ‘Let’s go and have a look in Donnelly’s windows, shall we? Not that we can afford their prices, but it doesn’t cost anything to look.’ Thinking of her mother, had, momentarily, dimmed her optimistic outlook. She could not help but worry a little about her, although their good-hearted neighbour, Maggie Winthrop, had assured her that Lily would be fine and that she, Maggie, would be there to see to her when her time came, as she did for most of the folk in the Larkhill neighbourhood. Maggie was usually in attendance not only at the arrivals into the world, but at the departures from it as well. She was an expert at laying out, but Molly knew it was the births, not the deaths, that Maggie delighted in, and it was her proud boast that she had ‘never lost a bairn yet’. But as Lily Rimmer had suffered two miscarriages to Molly’s certain knowledge in the past few years, as well as possibly others besides, she was bound to be concerned. When they had had a peek at Donnelly’s windows Molly knew she would have to be on her way home before Emily arrived back from school.

‘Right you are then, Donnelly’s it is,’ said Flo. ‘Let’s have a see what the posh folk are wearing this summer.’

Donnelly’s Draper’s, as it was commonly called, occupied a prominent site on a corner of Bank Hey Street, just behind the Tower and only fifty yards or so from the sea. It was much more than a draper’s, although that was how it had started out some thirty years before. Now it was a high-class department store selling not only elegant ladies’ wear, but clothing for men and children; corsets, undergarments and hosiery; gloves, handbags and jewellery; and a vast array of materials and all the requirements for the home dressmaker. There was also a restaurant on the top floor serving morning coffee, teas and lunches.

The two girls pressed their noses flat against the plate-glass window behind which was displayed a selection of ladies’ dresses, neither of them speaking for several moments. The array of styles and colours was really breathtaking for a couple of young women who were accustomed to making the same blouse and skirt last all summer, with, if they were lucky, a change of garments for ‘Sunday best’. Such new clothes as they were able to afford were not really ‘new’ – only to them – purchased from a second-hand shop or run up on the sewing machine from a remnant, usually the end of a roll, bought at a market stall. Molly’s father, William, had bought a second-hand Singer sewing machine from a colleague a couple of years ago, thinking it would be handy for his wife to make clothes for herself and their two daughters. It was Molly, however, who used it, Lily never having mastered the treadle movement operated by the feet; and now she and Flo had become quite skilful at adapting the same paper pattern to make a variety of blouses.

Flo broke the silence. ‘Oh, I say, Molly, look at that green dress, the one at the front. I could just see you in that. And the hat the model’s got on, an’ all. What a good match. Emerald green, they call it.’ Flo was an expert on colours, working at a draper’s herself. ‘It would go lovely with your ginger hair . . . sorry, auburn you like to call it, don’t you?’

Molly laughed out loud. ‘Pigs might fly! Yes, it’s very nice, I’m sure, but a bit fancy, don’t you think, for serving in the shop or scrubbing the floor?’ The green dress had the fashionable leg-o’-mutton sleeves and the sort of high stand-up collar favoured by Alexandra, the Princess of Wales, and was lavishly decorated on both the bodice and skirt with bands of cream lace. The hat, too, the size of a huge dinner plate, was a cornucopia of artificial flowers, lace and ribbons all intertwined. ‘Anyroad, I can’t go in and buy it today, can I? It’s Wednesday – they’re closed, like our shops. What a pity, eh? Look, all the dresses in this window are green, different shades, though. I don’t know who does their window dressing, but they’ve got the knack all right. You’ll have to tell your boss to come and have a look, Flo. She’d happen pick up a few ideas.’

‘Huh! You tell her if you’re so keen on the idea,’ scoffed Flo. ‘She wouldn’t take any notice, would she? You know what she’s like: way behind the times.’ Miss Amelia Perkins, owner of the draper’s on Jubilee Terrace, a spinster of indeterminate age, was not noted for her stylish window displays. The other shopkeepers on the terrace, determined to make their row of shops one of the most fashionable in Blackpool, often despaired of her. ‘She’s put up a few red, white and blue streamers and a banner saying “God Save the Queen”. What more can you expect? Yes, this green display’s all very well, but not terribly patriotic, is it? Haven’t Donnelly’s got a special Jubilee window?’

‘I expect they will have,’ said Molly, moving further along the street. ‘Oh yes, look at these children’s clothes. That’s more like it.’

In the next window there were dresses for little girls, in bright red and royal blue, and one in snowy white with an accordion-pleated skirt and bodice decorated with rows of white lace, finished off with a red bow trailing from the neckline. The suits for the little boys were all an adaptation of the sailor suit which had first come into fashion in the 1850s after Queen Victoria had had a portrait of her son Bertie, the Prince of Wales, painted in one. Some had knickerbockers fastening at the knee instead of long trousers, jackets with shiny buttons and they all sported a lanyard which passed under the square collar which was piped in white braid. In the centre of the window was a model of a little boy in Highland dress. The royal family’s obsession for all things Scottish had led to many little boys of the era being dressed as highlanders, although no self-respecting Scotsman would ever had worn the stiff Eton collar and the bow tie which this model sported, or the lavishly decorated sporran which almost obscured the kilted skirt.

And in the next window, the one nearest to the main door of the store, was a huge photograph of the Queen herself. She was dressed all in black with a locket round her neck on a black ribbon, the only touch of lightness in the portrait being a white collar to the dress and a white widow’s cap with long streamers. Her face was glum, the mouth down-turned, with deep lines scoring her upper lip and chin. Not a very cheerful picture, but then no one had ever seen a picture of Queen Victoria looking at all happy.

‘Looks as though ’er face’d crack that there window,’ remarked Flo. ‘You’d think she’d try to smile a bit now. Her Albert’s been dead for – what? – must be thirty-odd years, but she still looks as miserable as sin.’

‘She loved him very much,’ replied Molly, smiling wistfully. ‘So they say, but what do the likes of us really know about what goes on in their big castles or whatever?’ It was common knowledge, however, that the Queen, following the death of her beloved Albert, had shut herself away, first at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, and then at her castle at Balmoral. Only after an uproar in Parliament had she been forced to return to London, and during the last few years, since her Golden Jubilee, she had become, once more, a very popular figurehead. ‘Anyway,’ Molly went on, ‘she’s given us a cause for celebration, hasn’t she, the old girl?’

‘And a day’s holiday, an’ all,’ remarked Flo.

‘You speak for yourself,’ countered Molly. ‘Mrs Makepeace says we’ll have to open next Tuesday, public holiday or not – well, part of the day, at any rate. There’ll be hundreds of folk on the prom, all wanting cups of tea and cakes an’ whatnot, and Dolly Makepeace isn’t one to turn trade away. She’s not such a bad boss, though. I dare say she’ll let me finish early, then happen we can go out in the evening, eh, you and me?’

‘’Course we will,’ said Flo. ‘Where d’you fancy? The Raikes Hall Gardens? Or the Empire, p’raps. They’ve got some special acts on there in honour of the Queen; Bransby Williams, the actor, and some girl dancing on a rolling globe; that’s what it says on the bill outside. “La Belle Rose”, she’s called. Or I tell you what’d be real exciting, Molly. There’s a cinematograph show on at the Theatre Royal, the first time ever outside of London, it says.’

‘Cinematograph? You mean moving pictures?’

‘Yes, so I’ve heard. You can see men and women actually walking across a screen, and horses and carts and Niagara Falls – you know, that big waterfall in America – an’ all the water coming down.’

‘Sounds good,’ Molly nodded. ‘We’ll do something, Flo, but on second thoughts I’d best wait till nearer the day and see how Mam goes on. She’ll be near her time then and she might not want me to go and leave her, especially if Dad has to work. It’s all right them saying it’s a public holiday, but they forget that the entertainment places have to stay open.’ Molly, in her eagerness to listen to Flo’s description of all the exciting events that were taking place in Blackpool had, just for the moment, forgotten the situation at home. She knew, of course, that her mother must have the first demands on her time until her confinement was over, and afterwards, possibly, she might need help with the new baby. Flo, the youngest of four children and the only one now living at home, knew nothing of the demands that an ailing parent could make. Flo’s parents, though they were in their fifties, were both hale and hearty, whereas for as long as she could remember, Molly’s mother had suffered from indifferent health and lassitude.

Molly stared bemusedly into the window, realising that soon she must be heading homewards. She had promised she would only stay out for a couple of hours.

‘Eye-catching, i’n’t it?’ Flo’s remark brought her out of her reverie. ‘You’re right, Molly. Miss Amelia really ought to come and have a look-see at this. Them reds and blues – did you ever see such gorgeous materials?’

Donnelly’s had certainly gone to town with their Jubilee window, the pièce de résistance among all the splendid displays. At each side and above the central portrait, which was mounted on a large easel, there were swathes of the materials that would be on sale in their haberdashery department, skilfully draped and falling in graceful folds. Rich red velvets and satins, royal-blue silks and cottons, and snowy white lace and net. Across the top of the window were strung the flags of the Empire, and the flowers of the realm – the rose, the thistle, the shamrock and the daffodil – decorated the sides of the Queen’s picture.

‘Yes, I must agree it’s a bonny display,’ said Molly. ‘But all I could afford out of that lot is that blue silky cotton. It’d make a nice skirt for best, but I’m never sure about blue, not with my brown eyes. It’d be all right for you, though, Flo.’ Flo had blue eyes and fairish hair, and most colours would suit her, although, like Molly, she was usually dressed in a serviceable black skirt and white blouse.

Flo sniffed. ‘Since when could we afford Donnelly’s prices? Yes, it’s very nice, but we could pick up a remnant in the market for next to nothing, or if Miss Amelia’s feeling generous she might let me have the end of a roll. Still, one of these days, you never know . . . We might meet a millionaire, each of us. Come on, let’s be making tracks. I know you’re anxious to get back to yer mam.’

Molly knew that Flo’s remark about the millionaire was spoken in jest. When did girls such as them get to meet fellows with pots of money – the gentry or well-heeled businessmen and the like – let alone millionaires? What was more, did they really want to do so? They were working class; it had been drummed into them from an early age that it did not do any good to ape your betters or to attempt to hobnob with them. That was the view of William and Lily Rimmer, and of Flo’s parents as well.

The Palmers, moreover, had their religious conviction as well to support this view. Sunday by Sunday they sat in the pew at their local Methodist chapel, Flo at their side, listening to the preacher’s exhortation, ‘Blessed are the meek’, or some such sermon. And Flo, since being a tiny girl, had sung the children’s hymn which stated most definitely that this was the way God had decreed that things must be.


The rich man in his castle,

The poor man at his gate,

God made them, high or lowly,

And order’d their estate.




Molly for her part, unlike her friend, was not much of a church- or chapelgoer. Her parents – most unusually for the good-living, abstemious sort of people they were – did not attend a place of worship and had never encouraged their children to do so. Molly did not know the reason, but then there was a good deal she did not know or understand about her parents, especially her mother. She had been with Flo occasionally to her chapel, to a special Harvest Festival service or when there was a particularly dynamic visiting preacher whom Flo recommended she should hear. On such occasions Molly had felt moved, momentarily, aware that she might be missing something, but the moment had always passed. Flo asked her periodically if she would go with her to her Young Ladies’ class on a Sunday afternoon, which she attended in addition to the morning service, but Molly always smilingly declined and her friend did not persist.

But Molly knew there was another side to Flo, a fun-loving side, and that Flo enjoyed a night out at one of the local dance places or a carefree walk along one of the piers as much as she did. They enjoyed one another’s company and they did not worry too much about the differences between them.

Molly said goodbye to Flo when they had drunk in their fill of the delights of Donnelly’s window. Flo continued along Bank Hey Street to her home in the Hound’s Hill area, not far away, whereas Molly turned back towards Talbot Square, walking then away from the sea and promenade along Talbot Road towards the railway station.

Her home was in Larkhill Street, in one of the much less salubrious areas of Blackpool. It was near to the railway sidings and the coal yards; and the trustees of the land, though well-connected and affluent themselves, did not believe in holding back development by insisting on too onerous building conditions. Consequently the building plan was haphazard, and rows of terraced cottages, workshops, warehouses and beerhouses had been erected cheek by jowl, in a higgledy-piggledy maze. The area had become a haven for tramps and itinerant hawkers since a large common lodging house had opened in nearby Seed Street. There were other similar establishments throughout the area, and recently a marine store dealer had moved in.

The Rimmers’ home was at the far end of Larkhill Street where it intersected with George Street. This was the rather more respectable end, verging on the area where working-class holidaymakers could find cheap accommodation in the height of the season. There would be no room in the Rimmers’ house, however, for any other than the immediate family, consisting as it did of just two rooms upstairs and two down, these being a kitchen-cum-living room and a tiny front room which Lily Rimmer referred to as her parlour.

Lily, though she lived in a somewhat dubious district of the town, had never succumbed to the slovenly and lackadaisical ways of many of her neighbours. Some of them used the downstairs front room as an extra bedroom to accommodate several of their large brood of children. Others used the room for guests, either long-term lodgers or families who were seeking cheap digs for the week, sometimes sleeping three or four or more to a bed. But Lily’s parlour was her pride and joy, containing an over-sized horsehair sofa and two chairs, a china cabinet, which held her best tea set and various ornaments she had acquired over the years, and in pride of place in the window stood a shiny-leaved aspidistra on a tall spindle-legged table known as a whatnot. The house stood out from many of its neighbours; the lace curtains were kept freshly laundered and the doorstep, window sills and even the flags outside the front door were washed down at least twice a week. Never would it be said that Lily Rimmer was one to let her standards drop even when she was so near her time that she could scarcely get around.

Truth to tell it was Molly who was keeping things spick and span at the moment, and the couple of hours she had spent this afternoon enjoying the delights of Blackpool’s promenade and shops had been a welcome respite from the drudgery of the washtub and the cooking range. She did most of the shopping now as well, slipping out to the nearby market for a few essentials during her midday break, and Mrs Makepeace, her employer, sometimes let her bring home a loaf which had not been sold in the shop or a few left-over cakes or the odd pie.

‘Hello there, Mam,’ Molly called out as she came through the door, which was always left unlocked. There was no answer. Lily was asleep in the chair by the side of the range. The fire had burned low and Molly knew she would have to mend it, despite the warmth of the summer day. The fire was essential for cooking, which was done in the fireside oven, also for heating the boiler, which was at the other side of the range and provided the only hot-water supply in the house. The boiler had to be filled with water carried in cans from the cold-water tap over the kitchen slopstone. Molly knew her father would have seen to this before he set off for work this morning, but it might need topping up. First things first, however, and her mother would be ready for a cup of tea as soon as she awoke.

Molly filled the kettle and set it on the hob, but she did not wake her mother. She was apt to cry out in alarm when awakened suddenly. Molly had done it once and Lily had screamed, then stared at her daughter as though she had no idea who she was, the fear in her eyes gradually fading as she realised where she was and with whom. Molly looked at her fondly and a trifle anxiously now. Lily’s face was flushed from the heat of the fire, but beneath the redness her unhealthy pallor was apparent. Her auburn hair, which curled naturally, as did Molly’s, clung to her moist forehead, then hung limply on either side of her sunken-in cheeks. She had put on a good deal of weight during her pregnancy, too much, Molly guessed, for comfort, but it was all centred in one place; the bulge which pushed out her flowered apron and which Molly could see, even now, was moving slightly. The stirrings of the unborn child showed that at least he or she was still all right, and would, God willing, not be stillborn as had happened on two occasions.

God willing. Although Molly echoed those words in her mind, a phrase she had picked up from Flo, they were not the kind used much in this household. God was seldom mentioned. Lily, in fact, purported not to believe in Him at all, hinting that a God of love could not possibly allow such dreadful things to go on in His world, or happen to her, Lily, personally, as she believed had been the case. There was a great deal that was a mystery about her mother, Molly thought again now. She uttered a silent prayer inside her head that all would be well in spite of Lily’s disbelief. Molly knew that her mother was not yet forty years of age – just how old she was being something else of which her daughter was not sure – but at that moment she looked much, much older. Her hands and wrists protruding from the sleeves of her dark working dress were skeletal, and no doubt her legs, hidden beneath her long black skirt, were the same. Lily did not like anyone to see her in a state of undress, but there had been occasions when she had been forced to let Molly see her in her night attire. There were times when Lily was forced to take to her bed, a victim of the debility and melancholia which engulfed her now and again and which gave rise to all manner of minor ailments. Molly, seeing her bird-like limbs and slender frame, wondered at her frailty, and was amazed too at how, when she was feeling well, her mother could cope with all the back-breaking domestic chores she forced herself to do. For Lily was renowned in the neighbourhood, when she was in good health, for the whiteness of her sheets and towels strung across the alleyway, for the shine on her windows and furniture, and the huge kitchen range, which was black-leaded every week.

These chores, however, were now being done by Molly. It had been several weeks since Lily had been able to tackle the housework. Molly gently rattled the teacups, thinking it was time her mother awoke. Lily opened her eyes, putting her hand over the straining mound of her stomach. No doubt its movement, as well as the clatter of crockery, had roused her.

‘Hello there, Mam,’ said Molly again. ‘I’m just making us a pot of tea I’m sure you’re ready for one aren’t you? It’ll have done you good to have a sleep.’

‘Yes, thank you, love. I’m gasping for a drink. I don’t know . . .’ Lily shook her head impatiently, ‘. . . sleeping in the middle of the day. Whatever’s up with me, eh? Not like me, is it?’

‘You’re having a baby, Mam, that’s what’s the matter,’ said Molly, smiling. ‘Have you forgotten?’

‘No . . . no, I haven’t.’ Lily, not endowed with a great sense of humour, did not return her smile. Her mouth was set in a prim line. ‘And the least said about that the better. Whatever time is it?’ She glanced anxiously at the large wooden clock on the mantelshelf above the range. ‘Good heavens! Nearly quarter past four. I’d no idea I’d slept so long. Our Em’ll be home from school in no time and you know how I like to behave as though there’s nowt wrong when she’s here. Not that there is anything wrong, mind. I’m going to be all right this time, Molly.’ The brown eyes, so like Molly’s own, were full of apprehension – fear, almost – as she looked at her daughter. ‘But I don’t want our Em knowing owt about it. She’s only a child. Plenty of time for her to find out about . . . things when she’s as old as you are.’

Molly sighed. ‘She’s not a baby, Mam. I know she’s only eight, but she’s too old to go on believing that babies come in the doctor’s black bag.’

‘I won’t need no doctor.’ Lily shook her head emphatically. ‘Maggie Winthrop’ll do for me.’

‘No, but you know what I mean. We can’t fob our Em off with fairy tales about storks or gooseberry bushes. There aren’t any round here anyroad, are there, either storks or gooseberry bushes?’ Molly smiled. ‘She knows you’re having a baby. I told her because she was asking questions.’

‘She knows? She’s never said owt to me.’

‘Well, she wouldn’t, would she?’ Emily, even more taciturn than her mother, was not one to chatter freely or to divulge her secret thoughts. Molly was the only one who seemed to be able to gain the little girl’s confidence. ‘You’re sure Maggie will do for you, Mam?’ Molly asked now. ‘We can get Dr Paige if you like. We can afford it, you know.’ Molly recalled that Dr Paige had, in fact, been called in at the time of her mother’s last miscarriage.

‘No, I’ve told you, I’ll be all right this time. Maggie may be a bit rough and ready, but she’s got a heart of gold and a real gentle manner underneath all that bluster. And she’s very good at . . . at that sort of thing. I’ve promised her, anyroad. I’d not want her to think I don’t trust her.’

‘All right, Mam. Just as you say.’ Molly nodded, but she knew that Dr Paige’s home was only a few minutes’ walk away, just off Dickson Road, should the need arise. ‘Here’s your tea. I’ve put the sugar in for you.’

‘Thanks; you’re a good lass.’ Lily smiled a trifle wearily at her elder daughter, then cocked her head at the sound of the door opening and closing again. ‘Here’s our Emily. Hush now; no more talk of doctors an’ all that.’ She raised herself up in the chair. ‘Hello, Em. Molly’s just made a cup of tea.’ Her voice sounded brighter now. ‘Come and have one with us, then you can tell us all about school. What have you been doing today, eh?’

‘Nothing much.’ This was Emily’s usual answer to queries about her day at school. ‘Reading, spelling, needlework, drill this afternoon.’ The child gave a little shrug. ‘That’s all.’ When would her mother realise, thought Molly, that maybe the little girl didn’t want to talk about school? She was bright enough as her end-of-term reports always showed, intelligent and hardworking, though Molly guessed her sister was just as quiet and uncommunicative at school as she was at home. Her white frilled pinafore which she, along with all little girls, wore over her dark dress was always as spotless when she came home at teatime as it was when she went out in the morning, and the brown ribbons which fastened her long hair in two bunches were still neatly tied. Em’s hair was auburn, like that of her mother and sister, but of a brighter, more reddish, hue. She had the pale complexion and freckles which went with such hair too. She took after her father, though, not her mother, in build, being quite tall and sturdily made.

Molly saw her sister glance somewhat fearfully at the bulge beneath her mother’s apron, then just as quickly look away again. ‘No, I don’t want any tea . . . thank you,’ she said. ‘Sarah’s asked me if I’ll go round and play. She’s got a new whip and top. Can I go, Mam?’

‘Yes, of course you can, love. So long as you’re back for tea. Mrs Winthrop’ll happen ask you to stay, but you must say no. Maggie’s already doing enough giving you a bite to eat at dinner time.’

The child seemed relieved to go. Molly reflected that young Sarah Winthrop, one of Maggie’s large family and in the sane class at school as Emily, would be the one to bring her little sister out of her shell if anybody could. She was pleased the two girls seemed to be getting friendly. It had come about because Maggie had offered to give Emily her dinner during the school’s midday break when Lily was feeling too tired to cook – an all-too-regular occurrence these days, but no doubt her mother would get back into her old routine once the baby was born. Molly certainly hoped so.

‘What’s for tea today?’ her mother asked now. ‘Did you bring summat home with you, lass?’

‘Yes, Mrs Makepeace has given me a couple of meat and potato pies that were left. I’ll mash some extra spuds and make some gravy. And there’s some of that apple pie from yesterday. I’ll have it ready for when Dad gets home.’

‘Good lass.’ Lily smiled her thanks and Molly smiled back. Her mother was always grateful and Molly didn’t mind, but there was no denying that it was hard work coping with the demands of her family as well as her job at the shop.
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