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Foreword




If you, your family, or your ancestors were from 'under the bridge' in Garston, or you want to know what life was really like in Liverpool of old, then this book is for you. 

    Under The Bridge will be one of those places whose name remains synonymous with the image of Liverpool: long, narrow streets, terraced houses, pubs, and pawnbrokers; an area enclosed by the river and the railway lines. At one end, Church and King Street form the village; at the other, the dock gates open to the Mersey and the world beyond. 

This is the birthplace and spiritual home of Brian Mooney and his brothers. In this memoir, he reflects on his childhood on the muddy shore, and on a family history in which the tides of global events are distilled into the lives of a working family.

My mother was raised on King Street, in a 'two up two down' with an outside toilet, but the wonders of the seaport which formed Brian's experience meant my mum's house also contained not only a shed full of siblings but a parrot and a monkey brought back by sea-fearing brothers.

Brian traces his family history like many others to Ireland. Under The Bridge was known to many as little Wicklow. The Mooney’s came from Dalkey, just up the coast. Protestant, and Catholics have coexisted in this city for hundreds of years, along with Welsh Methodists influence. For most of the time, most of the people found more in common than reasons to divide. Although divisions were also present, within families and communities, and Brian does not shy away from some of the family consequences of this.

From experiences in the Boer War in South Africa, through Egypt and the First and Second World Wars, we get a sense of the reality of Empire in a port city, personalising and bringing to life events that can now seem so distant in time.

We also get the appearance of many Liverpool institutions and icons from Everton FC to Littlewoods Pools, from Dixie Dean to John Moores.

I won't spoil the tales and adventures of London life, including the darker side of the 60s and 70s but leave you to discover the love and tragedies for yourself, but look out for the man with a black Jaguar and dripping gold.

Brian recounts a personal family history that is wider than his own bloodline. The events and times they lived through are part of all our families’ experiences. This is his family, but it could so easily be any of ours. In describing his parents experience of the blitz and watching bombs fall on Liverpool, we can relive the horror and danger of those times. In hearing of the refusal of governments then to accept Jews fleeing from Nazi persecution, we are reminded of current struggles of the ongoing forced displacement of the Palestinian people from their land. 

Brian is proud to be a Mudman and a Scouser, and he has every right. Mudmen have indeed included some very famous names, many that Brian references in these pages, among them footballers and entertainers, but none more famous than Jack Jones,  a renowned trade union leader, former leader of the Trades Union Congress (TUC), and later a fighter for pensioners' rights, who started life in Garston. Much less famous, but someone we should hold in no less esteem, is Brian's father, Denis Peter Mooney, who in the 1930s fought in the Spanish Civil War, alongside thousands of others from across the world in the International Brigades, to defend the Spanish Republic from Generalissimo Franco. Liverpool town hall has a plaque with the names of all the combatants from Liverpool who fought in that conflict, where Denis Mooney’s name is proudly listed.

In highlighting his pride in his father's sacrifices to defend democracy in Spain, Brian is affirming the willingness to show solidarity with others that has always, and to this day remains one of the best traditions of the people of Liverpool. 

I first saw the draft of this book many months ago and was convinced it would form a part of the social history of our city. Congratulations are due to Brian for writing and seeing this project through to publication, and to Writing On The Wall for supporting this venture. I wish it every success.




Jack Byrne

Author of Under The Bridge, Across The Water, and Before The Storm. His latest novel, Burning Down The House, is available from Northodox Press and all good bookshops.











Introduction

Due to a shrapnel wound in his leg, my dad was the only one of five brothers not to wear a British military uniform in World War II. His combat had taken place earlier on the arid plains and hills of Spain as a volunteer in The International Brigade. Little wonder then that the sons of Ex-Sergeant Major Denis Mooney J.P. were known to their Anfield neighbours as ‘The Fighting Mooney's.' Two brothers would be wounded in Italy, one severely and sent home, the other treated near the scene of battle and returned to active service. Each of the Mooney boys survived, and all but one returned home to Liverpool. Due to tragic events in 1947, the once close brothers fragmented. Only my dad and his badly injured brother Desmond remained in their hometown.

The people whose blood I share are, I feel, more than worthy of remembrance. My parents gave me Liverpool roots with a background of sport, politics, the law, communications, and military action. I felt it important to write about such people, and the city that created them. It was also a chance to write of the 1950s childhood I spent ‘under the bridge’ in the dockland area of Garston, where a kid's playground was a bomb site (the ‘bombies’) or the woods, fields and muddy shore of the Mersey.

My writings began late in life, and, due to other commitments, occurred only spasmodically over a long period. I wrote much that was very honest and personal, and, for those reasons, I deliberately let the years go by until the characters named had passed on and I had a fuller picture of my own story.

Like tens of thousands before them, my ancestors arrived in Liverpool in search of a better life and opportunities. They came at a time when the seaport was second only in its importance to that of London. The Union Jack represented Queen Victoria's Empire and was proudly hoisted across the globe. British ships ruled the waves, and Liverpool's seven miles of docks overlooked a river that signified the strength of the world's most powerful nation. Ships of all types and sizes transported and imported people and goods across a globe of unparalleled movement. My forebears worked hard, integrated, and raised families. They became Liverpudlians in every sense. Some were well educated, some less so, but over the decades they would all contribute to the daily life of their city. They were people who faced whatever adversity beset them, never complained, but just rolled up their sleeves and got on with it.

My own small family unit remained in Liverpool until the mid-nineteen fifties, by which time its importance as a port had started to decline, mass unemployment lay just over the horizon, and the devastating effect of the 1941 bombings were still everywhere to be seen. Trying to raise three boys in very sub-standard housing conditions, and with no sign of improvement, my parents made the decision to move to London. They were not alone; tens of thousands of others enacted the same exodus. Though I was the youngest, I felt as my brothers did, that we were being robbed of who we were. We were children of the River Mersey. It’s cold grey waves ran through our veins. We desperately did not want to leave behind everything we knew.

We never spoke out and just accepted that our parents knew best. However, on no occasion during the decades that followed did we ever allow ourselves to become Londoners. The 200 miles that lay between London and Liverpool were never an obstacle to us, and we returned at every given opportunity.

It may have been many decades ago, but I have remained a scouser, retaining a pride in knowing that I was a kid of that seaport during less privileged times. I am an old man now, but I still hold dear the good hearted, but gritty and tough people of my childhood. It was that hardiness I have tried to retain through good and unfavourable times.


TALES OF YORE

‘I could write a book!’ was one of our Auntie Maggie’s favourite phrases. The odd thing was that she wasn’t our auntie at all, but our grandmother. Such was her vanity and fear of old age that we never knew her by any other name. She had been widowed a year before wars end, had briefly remarried a Mr Troy, and had left him after only a few weeks describing him as a ‘sex maniac!’ She then moved constantly from one place to another in one room type accommodation around the Upper Parliament Street area. An international depression and a war had turned a once high market region of three-story Victorian houses into a deprived segment of humble flats and lodging rooms. Being on her own, it was hardly surprising that she would be a regular visitor to our Garston house.

Her words about writing a book normally led her into a tale or two of her life. We were supposedly in her care between school terms whilst our mam was at work. The only reason we were not outside playing was because of heavy rain. She would try her best to curtail the antics of three boisterous lads by saying, ‘I spy with my little eye.’ Temporarily she captured our attention, but after twenty minutes or so we had run out of objects to spy. It was then that she came out with little snippets of days gone by. Much to my later regret, and with my attention span being that of a seven-year-old, I only half listened.

It was only much later in life that I realised that Auntie Maggie’s tales were important pieces of local history. They were anecdotes that explained the Liverpool of the past, and the characters from whom I derive. She would most certainly have had enough material from her life to write a book ,and looking back almost seventy years, perhaps it was her words that inspired me to do so.


A LATENT INTEREST IN THE PAST

I am the youngest of three brothers, aged eleven, nine and seven, and, as with most 1950s kids, our childhoods were without such luxuries as tv or the gadgets so predominant in today's world. Our entertainment came from playing in the street. Football in the winter, and cricket in the summer, intermingled with the odd game of kick-the-can. Those outdoor games, and the adventures we had down the Mersey shore was all we knew. It never bothered us, and we were happy in our ignorance.                                                                 

As I grew, the pangs of youth, the lack of time, and later the commitment of family life, meant my interest in family history never amounted to much more than occasional reference talks with my older brothers. It was only after my dad’s sudden death that I realised that none of us are immortal, and the past can, and often does, come back and slap us in the face. Alongside that terrible shock came the realisation that there was so much I did not know about him. It was not just him however, it was everything regarding my whole family on both my parents' sides. The idea of researching and recording my family's past, intermingled with my own memories became important to me. As soon as it was possible I would document whatever information I could gather.

As with much of Liverpool, poor housing had put a large portion of Garston on the demolition list of the city’s planners. The destruction began slowly in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and bit by bit during the following decades Garston had its heart ripped out. Many families were scattered to the city’s outer regions or beyond, the factories closed, and the docker's hook became a relic of the past. City planner's final act of eradicating Garston’s ‘under the bridge’ was the opening of a by-pass that cut out whatever reasons there had once been to stop. Shops, pubs, the swimming baths, and the cinemas all ceased to be, and the Garston I knew was gone in all but name.


CELTIC STOCK WITH A DASH OF YORKSHIRE

When I began my research, it did not take long for me to discover that I came from people who had made their mark. Through all the turbulence of the 19th and 20th century, they retained an optimism and sense of tenacity. They had brought with them a predominantly Celtic and gritty northern outlook, and they blended in well with their fellow immigrant neighbours. During that 19th century period, Liverpool people were evolving. Though in Lancashire, the port was different to its county neighbours. This was because Liverpool was a port, and therefore people of different creeds and religions influenced each other. Predominantly Irish and Welsh, there were also many Scots, African, West Indian, and Chinese. The Liverpudlian developed into a new breed of northerner, who due to the introduction by Norwegian whalers of a cheaply made stew, became known as scousers. A DNA test showed my blood to be Irish, Welsh and Scottish with a dash of Yorkshire.


THE WINTER OF DISCONTENT –SNOW, RUBBISH, AND LOSS

LONDON 1979

The last year of the 1970s began horrendously for the people of London. By February heavy snow carpeted the capital, made far worse by the strikes of firemen, grave diggers, ambulance drivers, and refuse workers. Thousands of unemptied dustbins and rubbish bags were piled high on the pavements of almost every street. My parents lived in Archway, North London, close to Hampstead Heath and Parliament Hill Fields, so foxes became a common sight as they roamed the streets feasting on man's garbage. They were joined, though less visibly, by an increase in the rat population.

Rain or snow, my parents still worked, even though both had officially retired. My mam had continued freelance waitressing, something she had done as well as a daytime job at John Lewis in Oxford Street. Such jobs took her inside another world. Her most prestigious event in the calendar year was at the Queen's garden party every summer. In actual fact, she was presented to the Queen on two occasions. Being a Royalist, it was something she was very proud of. Other events she looked forward to were the Ascot races, and the Lord Mayor’s Annual Show. She would come back and tell us who were the tippers, and who weren’t. My dad, being good at figures, got himself a job in a bookies. Not being allowed to bet on the premises must have been hard, as he loved his gee gees.

My concern for them grew as the snow made conditions in London far worse. I watched the gloom unfold nightly on the news from the comfort of my home in Jersey. I went to bed on one of those cold February nights not realising that within hours I would be entering one of the darkest periods of my life.

‘Is that Mr Mooney, Mr Brian Mooney,’ a woman's voice asked?

I was still half asleep but awake enough to realise that a telephone call at three in the morning could only be bad news. She asked if I was sitting down and explained that she was a policewoman and was phoning on behalf of my mother. My dad had been rushed to Whittington Hospital having suffered a heart attack.

‘Your mother is with him, and the doctors are very concerned. He is very poorly Mr Mooney, and if it’s at all possible we suggest you try to get to London as soon as you can.’ Those carefully phrased words made me realise that my dad’s time on earth was limited. Fighting back the tears I thanked her, and as quietly as I could I returned to my bed, grateful that my two young children hadn’t been woken. My late wife June consoled me until my tears eventually turned into a half sleep.

Early the next morning I awoke to an island that was shrouded not in snow, but in fog! Fog in Jersey means only one thing, the closing of the airport! So, there I was, desperate to say my goodbyes, but unable to do so. No planes arrived or flew out that day and it was another thirty-six hours before my feet walked across the tarmac of Heathrow Airport. It was miserable, I was cold, my eyes were damp, and my heart was heavy. Earlier that day I learned that I was too late, my dad had died. One thing my mother told me still touches my heart over forty years later. Though very weak, when he learnt I was flying over, my dad asked my mam for a comb and his false teeth. There was one lesson I learned that day, and that is how we take people for granted, not adequately showing them how important they are until it's too late. Liked by all who knew him, my dad was an honest and decent gentleman with strong convictions.

Though none of my family had lived in Liverpool for nearly a quarter of a century, my dad’s death threw me back to the childhood man we nicknamed ‘Father Fleck.’ Quite why he acquired that nickname I still don’t know. He was the interesting unassuming man who educated us in so many little ways. The good father who taught us cards games, and who took his family out each Sunday to broaden their horizons. The dad who in later years could be relied upon to do the little things in life, like bringing home the fish and chips each Friday night on his way home from work. The loss of my dad took my mind back a quarter of a century to a little Garston dockside street.


THE MAN IN THE BLACK JAGUAR

AUGUST 1955

Peeking through their netted curtains, several Shand Street women just couldn’t contain their curiosity. The second world war had ended a decade before, but times were still difficult, and for certain nobody in Shand Street, or the surrounding streets owned a car. Yet pulling up outside number thirty-four on that warm summer's morning of 1955 was a large black 1939 Jaguar. Cloth capped men on their way to the docks or nearby factories were taken aback, not only by the grandness of the vehicle, but also by the trilby hatted and expensively suited man who emerged from it onto the pavement. The man in question was making a call that would change the lives of my family forever.

Not yet nine years old, I was still in bed. Getting up for school was temporarily off the agenda, and I lay there thinking of the coming summer of adventure. In my comatose state I was picturing days spent playing in the fields, ponds, and woods that awaited alongside the nearby muddy shores of the Mersey. Though semi-conscious, I had the whole bedroom to myself, with both my elder brothers having risen and gone downstairs. Through bleary eyes I could see the sun gleaming through the makeshift nylon curtains that had once been my uncle George's wartime parachute.

Though drowsy, I became aware of my parents talking in the kitchen to a male voice that I didn’t recognise. Gradually, curiosity got the better of me, and I dragged myself from my slumbers and made my way down the bare wooden staircase. To an eight-year-old boy, the figure I beheld looked like he had stepped out of the silver screen. Younger and broader than my dad, he was not yet into middle age and was unlike any man I had ever come into close contact with.  He had removed his trilby and jacket, and on the breast pocket of his white silk shirt were the hand stitched initials B.M.

‘This is your uncle Bryan,’ my mam said.

I was too shy to reply but couldn’t take my eyes off the huge gold ring on his finger and the thick gold bracelet on his wrist. I just stood there in awe, trying to process the fact that this handsomely groomed character was my dad’s brother. Not able to fully understand what was going on, I took a step back, anxious just to listen to my elders. I studied the features of my new uncle. It was obvious that he was a Mooney, but his character was very different to that of my dad. He had an obvious swagger, a definite self-assurance, and a slight London accent. He also had all the trappings of someone who was at ease with himself and enjoyed the trappings of money. The unlawful way he acquired that money we were yet to find out. Such facts would only be divulged gradually in the months that followed, by which time it was all too late.

As the grown-ups talked, I began to remember the recent mention of one of my dad’s younger brothers living in London, and that it had been many years since he had been in contact. I later learned that on his way to work several weeks before, my dad had seen a council road sweeper who he recognised as being a friend of my uncle from before the war. My dad was in no doubt, as the man in question was a big burly black West Indian, and a musical pal of Uncle Bryan. Never one to hold any racist feelings, my dad approached him with the question “Do you know Bryan Mooney?" Not only was the answer affirmative, but he informed my dad that he had Bryan’s London address. The two men arranged to meet the next morning, and twenty-four hours later my dad was duly furnished with his long-lost brother's place of residence. During the next few weeks letters went back and forth between the brothers, climaxing with my uncle's visit.

The conversation in our tiny kitchen seemed to be about how well my uncle was doing, he said he had properties, and that we should all move to London and rent one of his flats. I knew that my parents had their names down for rehousing, but I was also aware that the council lists were very long, and that in all probability our chances of a council house in the near future were very slim. Living in an area known as ‘under the bridge’, the housing was near to the docks and industry and was listed for demolition. So too was much of Liverpool, and Garston residents were in ignorance as to when such demolitions would occur (records show that in 1963 only 10% of the Garston houses listed in the 1950s for demolition had been removed).

Whilst we three brothers were more than happy with our little house, our parents quite rightly wanted better for their boys. The talk continued about a move to London. Being just a kid, I was totally unaware that Liverpool's population was decreasing rapidly, and its prospects were seen as grim. I listened intently as the discussion progressed about London, and how it would be a place of opportunity for us boys. Laced in the conversation was my uncle’s bragging of how he had fallen on his feet. He unfortunately remained tight-lipped and evasive as to how he had earned his assets. He was always vague and would remain so throughout the decades that followed. He was a mystery man, an enigma, only ever telling you what he wanted you to know.

As the conversation continued, it became obvious that we were London bound. We three brothers never gave an opinion, nor were we asked for one. To us, our parents always knew best. That doesn't mean that we were happy with the prospect of leaving. We loved Garston with its mixture of industry and shoreline. We were baby boom kids who knew the joy of playing in the streets or down by the banks of the Mersey. Kids who grasped and appreciated the changing seasons of nature that the shore gave us. Street kids who loved the gas lamp posts we had converted into swings, and the chalk marked pavements where girls played hopscotch, and twirled ropes while skipping to old traditional rhymes. Boys who converted old prams into racing chariots. Young lads who weren’t afraid of getting dirty, and who enjoyed a freedom without adult interference. Kids who knew the joy of play, and who went home only when they had to.          


LONDON BOUND - NO TURNING BACK

It had been decided. We were going to leave our whole way of life and travel two hundred miles to a place we knew nothing of. We were doing so on the word of a man who had suddenly reappeared after a decade long absence. A man who said much, but in fact said little. The next few weeks were a terrible strain on my mam. My dad had gone on ahead to London to find work, and she had the unenviable task of selling off as much as she could of our household goods, informing our schools, and tying up all the loose ends. The one thing I particularly remember was people coming into the house and buying our books for pennies. My mam needed every cent she could lay her hands on, and every penny counted. The hardest thing she had to do was to inform the lady we knew as our Auntie Maggie. Our mam knew that her mother would not take our leaving Liverpool lightly, and she was right. Everything was a drama with Auntie Maggie, and this news was no exception. She took it very badly. My mams younger sister Joan was more realistic and supportive, seeing it as an opportunity.


The day of our departure was one that I shall never forget and added greatly to the respect I held for Garstonians. Auntie Maggie sat weeping on the stairs with her head in her hands. This didn’t lighten my mams' already heavy burden. I had never been in a taxi before, but the added expense was because we had so much to carry. Our sadness was lightened slightly by the sight of our neighbours. All the way up our little street and beyond people stood at their doorways to say goodbye. Such scenes of genuine kindness remain with me almost seventy years later. I made an inner oath that I would never lose contact with my city or its wonderful people. Thankfully, this is an oath I have been able to keep. Wherever I have travelled, I have proudly boasted that I am a scouser. Even in the London schools where I was belittled about my accent, I continued to say ’bath not barth,’ and ‘grass not grarse.’ It got me into numerous fights, but I retained my scouse accent.


When I set out to write, I deliberately focused on those who arrived in Liverpool when a map of the world was covered in the pink of Victorian Britain. Those were the ones I felt more of an affinity to. The ones who honoured me by making Liverpool my birthplace. So, who were they? Well, with the aid of a Liverpool Echo segment called ‘Liverpool Pals,’ Liverpool Central Library, much computer investigation, my own memories, and with help from my family and friends, a journey into my Liverpool roots began.


THE SEEDS FROM WHENCE I CAME

PATERNAL ROOTS: DENIS PETER MOONEY (1854-1909)


My great grandfather Denis Peter Mooney was born just after Southern Ireland had lost one million of its people to the Potato Famine. His first breath was taken in Dalkey, an affluent coastal town southeast of Dublin. The seaside town, with its very pretty harbour, is today described as The Beverley Hills of Dublin, due to it being a chosen residence of pop stars (Bono and Van Morrison) and a Hollywood actor (Matt Damon).


In the 19th century it would have been a tranquil area for middle class Dubliners to escape to. With seals in its harbour, one source of the village's income would have been fishing, another would have been its supply of granite. There was a large quarry which the Mooney family had an involvement with. Today, the remains of that quarry make it a popular place for rock climbers. Denis Peter would appear to have been born into reasonably comfortable circumstances. He was a Protestant, but how or when his family converted from Catholicism, I have no idea. Being Protestant would certainly have helped sustain a position of privilege in a country that was castigated by its British rulers because of its Catholic beliefs.


Denis Peter was the son of Laurence and Ellen Mooney. Laurence must have been a man with means as there is a legal document of him renting a three-story Georgian house in the prestigious Granby Row properties of Dublin in the late 1850’s. Young Denis Peter received a good education which led to him becoming a telegrapher for the American company Western Union in their Dublin office. The family had moved earlier to Meath, north of the city. Married in the early 1870s, Denis Peter transferred to Liverpool. I presume that he had requested the transfer as there was a family connection through his wife, my great grandmother (Ellen Molloy 1858-1893). There was an army connection also, which I am only able to speculate on, a little later. Denis Peter was in his late 20's, at this time, and a family photo shows him to be quite a dapper fellow. He is pictured in 1883 alongside his fellow Western Union staff in front of the magnificent Exchange Flags Building, a beautiful structure whose piazza styled frontage was used by cotton traders. That piazza is still there, the old building having been replaced in 1939. In the group photo his fellow office staff look sombre in their dark Victorian draped outfits, but Denis Peter is suited dandily in light grey. He was described on one 19th century census as an electrician. On another, his job title is telegrapher. It’s possible that he was both or switched from one to the other. To be an electrician and a telegrapher would certainly have made him an asset to America's largest telecommunications company. One thing is for sure, he was a dedicated employee and spent his whole working life with the company.                                                                                                                      



As stated, there is some confusion regarding my great grandfather’s army involvement. I found some information on him in his son's obituary. Printed in April 1958, the Liverpool Echo stated that Denis Peter had served in the King's Liverpool Irish Regiment Volunteer Brigade as a Comp Sgt Major. This is a mystery to me, but I have concluded that he had joined the army at a very young age, served for a few years, then retained his association in a unit similar to today's territorial army. The article seems to show that he knew Liverpool well before his permanent move from Dublin. I have no proof as to the true facts, however, so it is pure conjecture. Crossing the Irish Sea meant Denis Peter had to leave his young family behind whilst he settled into his job and set about finding adequate accommodation. They eventually joined him, and the family made their permanent home in Anfield.                                                                                                    


SOLDIER, SPORTSMAN, AND JUSTICE OF THE PEACE


DENIS MOONEY (1881-1958)


Eight years younger than his sister Georgina, my grandfather Denis arrived in Liverpool as a very young child. I know nothing of his early years, but I am certain he went to the very prestigious Liverpool Collegiate College. He was a boy with an interested and active mind, coupled with a great physical ability for sport. Aged twelve, his first taste of tragedy struck when his mother Ellen died. Making matters worse for him, was his father's quick remarriage two years later, and the arrival of two step-siblings. Being at an awkward age, it must have been an unsettling time for a young lad, but he was active, and his surroundings gave him much to occupy his mind.
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CORONATION FEVER





		

JOHN A, THE HONOURARY MUDMAN





		

THE RAGMAN COMETH





		

A WALL OF SNOW





		

GARSTON, CHRISTMAS PAST





		

THE BLACK SHEEP SON





		

GUNS OR GUITARS?





		

THE NEED FOR EXCITEMENT





		

MY MUSICAL MENTOR





		

DUBIOUS FRIENDS AND FLASHY CARS





		

HI JACKS AND GELIGNITE





		

THE MUSICAL THIEF





		

PRISON AND ENCROACHING OLD AGE





		

THE SUNDAY PEOPLE





		

RETRIBUTION FOR A LONELY OLD MAN





		

THE FIGHTING BROTHERS, TRAGEDY, AND THE FAMILY BREAK UP.





		

PARTING OF THE WAYS





		

LONDON LIFE





		

FLIGHT TO THE SUN





		

THE HONOUR OF SERVING





		

LIFE ON THE FARM





		

MY JERSEY GIRL





		

THE NIGHT TRAIN TO NEWCASTLE





		

JERSEY





		

MUSIC, MONEY, AND TRAVEL





		

THE WORST YEAR OF MY LIFE
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