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			CHAPTER 1

			Abandoned 

			26–27 June 1931

			Our hobnail boots clattered on the cobbled road as we ran, shrieking with laughter. Me, my brother Tommy and our sister Nellie hopped and skipped our way up Latimer Street, shouting our glee so that everyone in the surrounding streets could hear us. 

			‘Did ye see the food, like? There was piles of it!’ giggled Tommy, brushing his dark hair out of his face, which was alive with excitement. 

			Tommy was a small, stocky boy of eight years old. He was the spitting image of our father Thomas Riley. Nellie, whose real name Ellen we never used, and at three years old was the baby of the family, had our mam’s softer looks, with her fair hair and piercing blue eyes. Me? I looked like my da; even at the tender age of ten I could see my resemblance to the gentle, loving man who still kissed us on the foreheads each night as he came in from a day’s work. I had his nose, his dark hair, but I had also inherited my mam Mary’s eyes, the colour of cornflowers, or so I was told. 

			Just then I stopped running. I bent over to catch my breath, exclaiming: ‘And the cakes, they had proper buns with sugar on!’ I turned round to see my breathless siblings, their huge smiles lighting up their small faces. 

			‘I’m goin’ to be sick, our Maggie!’ exclaimed toddler Nellie, grinning her babyish smile, as she clutched at her tummy with a playful gesture, wrinkling her smock that was smeared with jam. 

			‘Goin’ to be sick, sick, SICK!’ hooted Tommy, rolling on the ground in mock agony, his knees protruding from under his long shorts and his boots kicking on the cobbles. His face was as grubby as Nellie’s dress, covered in sugar from the sticky buns he had wolfed down earlier. 

			‘Think what me mam’ll say when she hears about today, she’ll not believe us when we tell her about the food. The sandwiches all sliced up nice and small, like, the lemon tarts . . .’ I added, closing my eyes to savour the memory of all that delicious grub. It was like heaven! 

			For a moment we all stopped, caught by recollections of our day out, our day of forgetting that we were the poorest of Liverpool’s hardworking classes, our day of forgetting the grinding poverty of our daily lives and the deprivations we encountered. Every summer Lee Jones, or Herbert Lee Jackson Jones as he was properly known, organised a picnic for the families of the casual dock labourers that lived around our dirty streets. He was a rich man with a big heart, and his charity, the League of Welldoers, provided some of the happiest days of our childhoods, and some of the grandest feasts, even though to others it must have been simple fare. 

			We often didn’t see a meal as regularly as we should have done, even though my father worked as many hours as he could as a docker and my mother hawked fruit, vegetables and salt from her handcart. Most of us kids didn’t have winter clothes to speak of, or boots that fitted us properly, as everything we owned was hand-me-downs, many times over. We were the children whose fathers queued on the stand at the dock pen at daybreak each morning, in the hope of a day’s backbreaking work unloading the cargo ships. Children like us: the poorest, most deprived and most deserving of a little kindness, perhaps, in our beloved city Liverpool. 

			Not that we knew much about the rest of the metropolis that stood beyond our watery dockland home. I’d only ever been as far as the gas works, and the streets that backed onto the teeming docks. Liverpool the city was as foreign to me as Iceland, but I loved it with a passion. Each summer we squealed with delight when the nuns at school announced which day we’d be off on our trip. This year it was a picnic near the League itself on Limekiln Lane, a fifteen-minute dash from our flat in number three court, number five house, Athol Street. 

			Athol Street was in the north end of Liverpool, running between Scotland Road and Great Howard Street. It was dissected by the Leeds/Liverpool Canal, set against the rumble of the overhead railway in the distance and the sounds from the great ships as they docked. It was a place crammed with people scratching out their existence. Disease was commonplace, vermin outnumbered the residents – just – and misfortune and poverty stalked the overcrowded tenements. And yet, it was home. We didn’t know any better. We got on with our lives as best we could, swarming like river rats up and down the cobbled streets, dodging the filth and the squalor as we invented imaginary worlds. 

			Our neighbours were our friends, our support and even our enemies at times, but we couldn’t escape each other. Our ablutions at the water pumps in the courts or the shared lavvies were public business, our days lived in each other’s gaze amid the gossiping housewives, the labourers puffing on woodbines at street corners, the shrieks and calls of the street hawkers as they plied their trade, and the children commanding the streets in mock battle. Everywhere you looked there were people living close to the industrial stench and noise of the great docks that gave our city its name, and its wealth. Not that we saw any wealth, except when the great and the good like our beloved Lee Jones looked down on us and smiled. Days like today. When, for once, we were carefree and sated with more food than we’d normally see for days. 

			From the minute we’d been told about our picnic, we’d counted down the days, guessing what we’d eat and arguing over who would devour the most cake. The event was a highlight for us in a difficult world. We loved our home, our streets and our neighbours, but by God times were tough. By God we knew our fathers and mothers had to work long, hard hours for the few shillings they brought home each week. The Great Depression had hit our port, sweeping like wild fire across the Atlantic, or so Da had said. Poverty was nothing new to our community, but suddenly it leeched into every home, every family, it’s black tendrils leaving a trail of desperation and squalor. Da would read from the newspaper, if he’d chanced upon a discarded one at the dockside, and so we knew our city had double the unemployment of the rest of the country. Well, we could’ve guessed that. We knew that we had to pay too much for too little to live in slum housing and pump water in the court each day of our small lives. And yet, despite the hunger, the dirt, the disease, we felt as free as birds as we careered around the cobbled roads. We were the lucky ones, we had shoes on our feet and a roof over our heads, however mean.

			I blinked my eyes open. ‘Come on our Tommy, our Nellie, we need to get a move on to help our mam with the pot.’ 

			With that, we hurried our pace, chattering and whooping with the laughter of the innocent children we were. It was nearly 4 p.m. and if we didn’t get a move on we’d see the back of our mother’s hand for our troubles. She was always ready with her hands, a slap here, a cuff there, her arms scarred with tattoos. Always raising her voice at us kids, bustling round getting her chores done, or worse, lying in bed motionless, refusing to speak to us while her black moods were on her. Even Da couldn’t rouse her from those internal tempests, and that was saying something because she could usually find something to moan or yell at him about. Her tempers were the backdrop to our family life, which is why we loved our escapes out of the tiny rooms so much. I knew she drank. Tommy and Nellie were too young to understand properly, but I’d seen the bottles of grog discarded under the iron bedframe we all shared. I’d smelt her sour breath after a day spent falling in and out of the pubs on Scottie Road. And if I hadn’t noticed those things then I’d have soon found out from the gossip by our well-meaning neighbours. 

			I’d surely have known from that, and the fact that the little furniture and possessions we had ended up, often as not, inside the pawnbrokers for the price of a day’s ale. Da would bring home orange boxes pilfered from the dockyards so we’d have something to sit on to eat our dinner, telling the younger ones it was a game. But I knew. I knew it wasn’t normal to sit on orange boxes while Mam spent the pennies she’d raised on booze. When she’d finished that money, she’d sing at the pub’s piano for a few more scoops of ale. She had a beautiful voice, but a rotten soul, so help me God for saying it. 

			Chatter was all most of the women did round here each day, in between scrubbing the steps of the tennies (our word for tenements), washing nappies while breastfeeding their multiples of children, and getting their old man’s dinner on the range before he came home hungry, or drunk, or both. Gossip was the fabric of our community, the coping mechanism for all our hurts and indignities. For sure, there was nothing private here in Athol Street, and there was nothing those women didn’t know about my mother’s problem with the beer. Many times I watched as Mam staggered between the range and the small wooden table in the larger of the two rooms we shared, swearing and cursing for all to hear. 

			‘All right, queen?’ Da would say. ‘Why don’t ye sit down and let me get them plates . . .?’ 

			But she’d bat off his hand, the kindness of his gesture, and swivel round, her eyes blazing, and give him a verbal dose of whatever blackness lay inside her. Her lovely hair would always be dishevelled, her apron dirty, and even though many would call her pretty-looking, I cringed from her even as a child. I always turned away when my father tried to placate her. I could never bear to see my father being treated with such disdain. I knew that many a woman on this road would get a beating for the same behaviour, but her rejection of Da’s gentle ways stung me more than a slap ever would. 

			By the time we turned into the narrow passageway leading to the court we called home, my stomach was turning over with nerves. Will she be drunk again? I fervently hoped not, more for Tommy and Nellie’s sakes than for myself. I wanted to protect them from Mam’s drinking for as long as I could, but it was getting harder and harder as her drunkenness became more frequent with each passing week. 

			I looked up, half-expecting Mother to be hanging out of the small window of our ground floor flat, a regular Molly Malone with her handcart by the door and whatever remained of her wares slung into the cooking pot, but instead saw only the black, soot-coated tenement standing four stories high. It faced another building, which was just as bleak, creating our small court where the water pump stood as the open drain sliced through the cobbles. Every winter the water froze, then every spring the tap thawed and dripped water, making muddy pools of filth that formed slick pools under our feet. Lines of washing hung in drooping surrender between the windows of each building, strung across the court in an assortment of grey knickers, pants, vests and shirts swaying gently in the slight June breeze, blocking whatever of the day’s light had filtered down through the soot and the smoke. I sighed, wondering what Mam would make of us on our noisy return home, as I walked up behind Tommy and Nellie who were still wide-eyed with wonder. 

			‘Beware the back entry diddlers!’ I called to our Tommy and our Nellie as they scampered through the drooping drawers and vests. The Back Entry Diddlers were the shady characters who preyed on poor people like us, skulking in the shadows selling stolen goods and offering to lend money. Da always told us to stay clear of them as they hung around small, cramped courts like ours, flirting with the housewives and handing out occasional sweets to the children. No policemen ever came down our jigger, which was the name we gave to the back entry to the courts, so we were as vulnerable as mice hunted by cats in our cramped alleys and doorways. Luckily there were no strangers there today, just the usual neighbours laughing, swearing, crossing themselves, hanging out washing and walloping passing children as they screeched and wailed. 

			 

			Inside our flat the room was dark. I could see my mam’s faded apron lying over one of the upturned orange boxes, but her boots and hat were missing. She must be out getting in food fer dinner, I thought to myself, surprised that she wasn’t home as it was getting on and Father would be back from work soon. Even if she’d spent the days in the pubs off Scottie Road, Mam was normally home, swaying like a marsh reed in the twilight or hiccupping into her hot tea. Or she’d be home, stone cold sober but mean as hell with it, and then I’d usually feel the back of her hand over some imagined misdemeanour. 

			Tommy had settled himself down on one of the two remaining kitchen chairs, his legs swinging off the floor. Nellie had hurtled into the bedroom that lay behind the main room, the only other in the flat apart from the scullery. It was here we all slept in the single iron bed, with its sagging stained mattress and scratchy wool blankets. 

			‘Come ’ed, our Nellie, me mam’s not in there. If she was home the range would at least be lit an’ we’d have a candle goin’,’ I shouted to my sister, wondering where Mam was, feeling a sense of disquiet. 

			‘Help me get somethin’ on the stove will yer,’ I added, because even though Nellie was little she knew to collect the wood and coke so that we could start the fire for cooking. 

			‘Where’s me mam?’ Nellie asked as she walked back into our bare living room. We didn’t have much. No real possessions, just a table, a tin bath that all the families in our block shared and was usually hung on a nail in the court, but which I’d lugged up the stairs for tonight’s bathtime, and little else. Nothing of value. That’s why we never locked our doors. There was no point. We didn’t have anything to steal! Except perhaps a heel of bread, or a sack of coal, but that was it. We lived day to day and somehow we got by. 

			‘Don’t ye go worryin’, our Nellie,’ I said firmly. ‘Me mam won’t thank us if there’s no fire goin’ fer our dinner when she’s back. She’s probably out there, mithering the butcher for a scrap of meat.’ I forced a laugh, suddenly feeling uneasy again. Mammy had been late before. She might even still be working on the streets, calling her wares in her lilting Irish accent. 

			Later, when I’d got a pot going on the stove and added neeps, potatoes and a few mouldy carrots, the door opened and there was Da. He beamed a big smile of welcome, as we rushed into his open arms. 

			‘Have ye been good children today, eh?’ he said. 

			He always said that when he came in. His voice was soft, partly because he was almost stone deaf by being badly hurt when he fell through a ship’s hold while unloading its cargo several years earlier. The fall had ripped off his ear, damaging both his ear drums. There was no compensation for his injuries, the idea was laughable. Instead, he was docked a day’s pay and sent to the hospital to get patched up. The minute he could walk again he was back on the ships, carrying vast loads of spices and timber, but unable to hear the sounds of the bustling dockyards any longer. 

			‘Dinner’s on,’ I shouted up at him, breathing in his homely, familiar smell of oil, spices and sweat. 

			He smiled and kissed me on the forehead. ‘She’s not back yet?’ he added, casting his eyes around the dimly lit room. 

			‘Not yet, Da,’ I replied, ‘she must be makin’ a fortune out there today.’ 

			‘Aye she must, our Maggie, yer a good girl.’ And he turned away towards Nellie who was clutching at the fabric of his trousers with wild-eyed excitement. 

			‘Now then, me beauty, what did ye do today?’ he smiled, as if he hadn’t known. Tommy and Nellie had chattered on about the Lee Jones picnic every day for the past month! 

			As my siblings talked, I watched the pot. I lit a candle as dusk fell over our streets. The noises from outside were tailing off as the dockers, coal heavers, ship’s scalers and mill workers went home for their teas. The women and children disappeared inside the tennies at 5 p.m. for whatever dinner was due to be put on the table, and the horses and their loads of cargo and produce were taken off to wherever they’d come from. It was the only time of the day our streets were anything like peaceful. 

			The coke smog from the gas works seemed to settle onto our buildings and roads, lying like a dark veil, silencing the docks. My mam was still nowhere to be seen. By the time we’d finished the poor gruel I’d cobbled together, it was time to boil up the water for Tommy and Nellie’s bath, a laborious process that took me most of the evening. Once everyone had had a turn in the quickly cooling water, with the bar of red carbolic soap and an old sheet for drying ourselves, it was time to settle the little ones in bed. 

			Father usually took us through to tell us a story while we snuggled up together, but tonight he sat staring into the embers of the range fire, quiet and still. I guessed he was waiting for Mam to come home. I did Da’s job myself, and soon both Tommy and Nellie were fast asleep, Nellie with her thumb in her mouth. I watched them both, their eyelids fluttering as they dreamed their way to tomorrow, my heart so filled with love for them it was fit to burst. 

			Why then did I feel this thread of foreboding as I stroked Tommy’s hair, this soft uncoiling of the fear that had been waiting for me since our arrival home? Nellie’s face was pink, flushed from the effects of good food and party games. She looked even younger than her three short years in that moment, sated with the small pleasures the day had given her. Watching her made me swell with protectiveness, and something else, a steely core in me that said: whoever threatens us will never win because they’ll have me to answer to. 

			They’d both asked again and again why their mam wasn’t home when I put them to bed. Even though I was merely a child myself, many times before I’d had to step in and play at being ‘mother’ when Mam was too drunk to do it herself, so tonight was nothing new, except for one crucial fact: Mam always, always came home. Until now. I’d made myself smile, and say cheerily lie after lie. She’s at a friend’s. She’s decided to stay there overnight. She’ll be here in the morning, slicing up the bread as usual, a frown on her face, but there, looking after us, as a Mam should do. I hated lying to them, but what else could I do? 

			It was obvious to me that my da had no idea of her whereabouts. He said little all evening, but the next morning he donned his large flat cap, polished his docker’s boots with the corner of a tatty sleeve, and left the house saying to me, and only me, that he was going to the police station, the hospital and the morgues to search for Mam, his wife of fifteen years. I was old enough to know the truth, or that’s what he said. 

			That day at school was torture, waiting to find out if Mam was ill, injured or worse. Tommy and I grew more and more anguished with worry through the day, forcing me to keep up my cheerful chatter, and keep that smile on my face. I would rather have died myself than given my brother a moment’s extra worry, but he wasn’t daft, he knew something wasn’t right. 

			By the time the school bell rang the end of the day, Tommy and I leapt from our seats and ran from St Sylvester’s School in Silvester Street, all the way home to Athol Street. We burst into the main room to find our father sat at the table with Nellie on his knee. I guessed in that moment that one of our neighbours had looked after her all day, as there was no sign of Mam. My heart almost jumped out of my mouth when I saw the grim look on his face. It wasn’t like Da not to be at work. Something was definitely wrong. Our mother isn’t dead, is she? I recoiled, feeling bile rise up in my throat. 

			‘Now don’t look at me like that, our Maggie,’ said Da, looking up at our scared faces. ‘She’s not in the morgues or the ozzy, and the police haven’t seen her.’ 

			I exhaled, feeling like it was the first time I had properly breathed throughout the entire day. ‘So, where is she then?’ was all I said in reply. 

			Father threw me a look, one I was too young to understand. It was the kind of look that grown-ups gave each other, exchanged in a brief second of bitter understanding. A hard glance that spoke of something dark, something adult. Before I could open my mouth to ask him what he meant by it, he looked away. 

			With a swift move, which made me realise how deft he must be hauling hundredweight sacks from those ships holds without spilling the contents, or tipping himself off the small boats that ferried the cargo between the great ships and the dockside, he got to his feet. In one stride he was out of the door, his black wool overcoat slung over his shoulder, his large grey cap already in place over his brow. I watched him go, with a feeling that our small world was about to irrevocably change forever. 

			 

			He was only gone an hour, but it felt like days. I sat, watching the clock hands move slowly round. I felt like my arms and legs were suddenly made of lead and I couldn’t move, not even if the house had burnt down around me. Tommy and Nellie, being younger, were easily distracted, and Tommy had gone back to building himself a cart to wheel around the street out of an old crate and some pram wheels found in a nearby alley with some of his pals from the court. Nellie was whispering to her only doll, a small toy made out of rags, which was her heart’s joy. At least they are happy, I mused. 

			Eventually, as the day turned to twilight, I roused myself from my fears to light the range alone again. Somehow I instinctively knew I was going to have to get used to doing this, not just today but perhaps every day from now on. For a brief moment I turned to the small statue of Our Lady Mary that sat on the shelf in the kitchen and crossed myself. The statue was the first thing anyone saw on entering our home. Our only real treasure, she was a small plaster figurine with a painted blue veil and a smile of such sweetness it gave me hope that things could always, always be better for us if I just had enough faith. We always made the sign of the cross on entering and leaving, without thinking about it. But my gesture was more than just from habit today, I needed to feel I had some kind of divine protection. Again, it was just an instinct. 

			Then, as I was peeling the spuds, I heard Father’s footsteps and he appeared in the doorway. I turned to face him and my peelings fell onto the floor from my hands, scattering into the dust. His face was ashen. His features crumpled in shock. He drew up his chair, sat on it, then fumbled with his cap, before getting up and pacing the kitchen floor. The three of us stood waiting for the bomb to land, for the shock waves to engulf us as well. When he finally spoke, this is what he said, and they are words I will never forget. 

			‘Our Tommy, our Nellie, I want y’all to hear this as well. I’ve got some terrible news, terrible news, like.’ 

			‘What is it? Is me mam dead?’ I cried, unable to keep hold of my fright any longer, knowing that by interrupting him the revelation would take precious moments longer. It was the day before my eleventh birthday, and yet I wailed like a child at the thought that I may have lost my mother, despite her many faults, her inattention and her love for the booze. ‘Yer mam isn’t dead, no, she’s not dead, like. But she’s not comin’ back to us, that I do know, queen.’ Father cleared his throat. He’d used the term ‘queen’ that denoted my changed status from child to responsible young woman. 

			The clock ticked. A bead of sweat tickled my back but this time I waited. How did Da know? Where had he been for the last hour? 

			‘I’ve been down the alehouses on Scottie Road and I’ve been speaking to a few regulars, like. It seems yer mam, or Mary as we’ll now call her as she’s no mother to ye any more by doing this, Mary’s gone and left us for another fella. 

			‘She met him in the pub, drinking and laughing with him one minute, then running off with him the next.’ The disbelief was etched onto my father’s kind face. He slowly shook his head and continued, sitting down at last. ‘They’d planned it, see. They’d planned to leave us, and now they have. Before Holy Jaysus himself I wouldn’t have wished this on ye, but I have to say it, yer mother is never coming home. She’s gone.’

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 2

			Life Without Me Mam

			July 1931

			‘Our Margaret, yer doing it again, girl, wake up and pay attention!’ The sound of the nun’s voice cut through my daydreams, startling me back into reality. It was a hot July day, and the drone of the teacher’s lesson, the heat and the buzz of flies as they danced against the window panes, had left me feeling sleepy. It didn’t help that it was my least enjoyable lesson of the day: catechism. I loved my prayer book and our classes in reading and writing, but the sacraments and commandments, the dogma of our church, left my head reeling. 

			The extra workload on me after Mam left us was also weighing on my young mind, and on my body too. I was now ‘mother’ to our Tommy and our Nellie, and helpmeet to our father. This meant that every morning I’d be up at first light to start the range heating, gathering the coal, starting a fire and drawing out a small flame, enough to set the kettle to boil while I cut bread or made a pan of porridge for our breakfast. Then as the little ’uns were eating I’d sweep the wooden floors, pushing the grime out of our front door and into the court, which was already alight with noise and bustle as women queued for the water pump and gossiped with their neighbours. 

			I’d be out there myself with the kettle, filling it to the brim as water for tea and for washing, if I got the time. If not, it was a quick once over outside, splashing the cold water onto my half-asleep face and hands. Then once Father, Tommy and Nellie had eaten I’d gather their clothes, help my siblings dress and run a comb through their tangles before snatching a bite to eat and hurrying us all out of the door for school. 

			Woe betide us if we were late! The nuns were as strict about timekeeping, as they were about our moral standards, so I wouldn’t always have time to feed myself and would go to my lessons hungry. At this thought, my stomach gave a growl, confirming that I’d skipped this morning’s offering. Each morning Da patted me on the head as he left to queue at the dock pen, a bittersweet smile on his lips, his eyes full of sadness, but also pride at seeing how I was coping with our new situation. I couldn’t bear to see his torment, so I would smile back as brightly as my exhaustion allowed and kiss his rough cheek, knowing it was just a small salve for his hurts. 

			I was ‘Mam’ in all but name, and yet I was still a young girl – on the brink of womanhood but still needing the comfort of my family life, with its hardships, deprivations but its joys and warmth as well. I yawned and turned to face the Sister, who was glaring at me from the front of the classroom. With a jolt, I sat upright and clutched my pencil, frantically trying to think what her question to me might have been. It was no good, I’d drifted off into my thoughts and knew I was now in for it! 

			Slowly the nun walked towards me, her starched wimple and black veil making a formidable sight. I gazed up at her and gulped. How could I possibly make the Sister understand that I was now pupil, mother and housewife? I stifled another yawn which the fearsome lady saw. 

			‘Our Margaret, you will stand up and tell the class why you refuse to learn today, stand up so we can all see the girl who is too lazy to join us in our lesson.’ 

			The room went deathly quiet, as the murmurings and whispers of the forty or so children in the class stopped as one, and waited with an expectant air. With that I slowly raised to my feet, my chair scraping the hard floor beneath me. Eighty eyes swivelled towards me and I gulped again. I blinked and surveyed the room. It was a large classroom, with a magnificent statue of Our Lady staring down on us with her cold, stone-carved eyes. Her veil a beautiful blue, her face a picture of Holy obedience. The desks, which sat four of us to a wooden bench, were arranged around the room in an L-shape. At the end of the classroom nearest the door was the blackboard – where the Sister had been standing, though she had now walked the length of the room to stand directly in front of me. 

			To me, the nun seemed to have grown ten feet taller. Her gaze was hidden behind spectacles that winked with the sunlight so I couldn’t see her eyes. She was a slim, commanding sort of woman with starched morals along with her habit, and a tendency to use the ruler, hitting across the knuckles of anyone who transgressed during her lessons. 

			I opened my mouth to say something, anything that might diffuse the situation, though it felt hopeless, and at that moment there was a brief knock on the door and it swung open to reveal two of the Lay Sisters and, to my surprise, my young sister Nellie. My father must’ve brought her in to school to tell the nuns what happened at home. I gawped at the intrusion as the forty pairs of eyes moved now to the doorway. 

			‘What is the meaning of this? Can we help you?’ Raising herself up to her full height, the nun turned her sharp-looking face to the intrusion. 

			‘I’m very sorry, Sister, but we have some pressing news to tell the children today, and our friend Nellie Riley here is goin’ to share it with us all,’ replied the younger of the two Sisters who’d entered the room. Her face was alight with a smile and she looked around the room at us as we waited, dumbstruck, for events to unfold. 

			I guess for the rest of the children it was as good as a play, but I had started to shake a little, wondering what on earth Nellie was doing and whether there was some new tragedy or challenge I was going to have to face. Since Mam had abandoned us, my experience of the world had changed beyond recognition. Whereas before she left, I knew I had to dodge her drunkenness and the occasional slap that was harder than it should’ve been, my  view of the world was essentially a child’s vision, with a young girl’s cares and worries and a feeling of being safe at home with a father and a mother at the helm. But for the past two weeks since she’d been gone, my sense of security had shattered. Home was a different place. 

			No longer did I hear Da’s laughter at Tommy’s cheeky antics, or hear him crooning to Nellie when sleep didn’t come easily. He was a changed man, an even more solitary man, who sat each night staring at the grimy, peeling walls of our tenement with barely a word passing his lips from sundown to sunrise. He’d taken to sleeping in his chair by the range, a sleep filled with mutterings, an uneasy dreaming time that left him grey with tiredness at the start of each day. His back was stooped, his gait that of a broken man, despite him being just forty-seven years of age. He still did his duty by us each morning, going out into the dawn to join the other men down at the docks to harry for a button given out by the dockland foreman which would guarantee him a day’s work and a day’s pay in his pocket. He still did what he had to, but the soul and the spirit of him seemed to have been ripped from him by his wife’s desertion of us. 

			And me? I woke every day to the knowledge I had no mother any more, no Mam to wipe away my childish tears, no one to soothe or comfort me, though she did little enough of that when she was around. The difference between her being there and her not being there, though, was like the gap between our bustling dockland home and the grey sea that stretched between us and the next big continent, America. It was unfathomable, vast. My sense of home was now a shifting entity under my feet, my comfort only a moment at the end of each day where I shed a quiet tear. And, I’ll be honest, I cried for myself. I felt like a small girl in a big, grown up world, which I guess I now was. I felt scared and burdened by responsibility I wasn’t sure I was able to shoulder. 

			So now here was Nellie, looking up at me with her big blue eyes, and I suddenly felt fear like an icy grip inside my belly. 

			‘Why, our Maggie, yer already standing, ye must have known we were comin’,’ said the kindly nun in her broad Liverpool accent. She was shorter than my teacher, and rather plump. We used to joke that she ate all the sacrament bread, but now all I wanted was to melt into her arms and sob my worries into her full, comforting frame. I missed my mam, even though she drank, even though the bottle came before us, her children, on more occasions than I dared remember. I missed her, and I feared for Da. Were Tommy, Nellie and I about to face even worse? Had our da died at the docks which were dangerously packed with trawler men, horses and their loads, dock men, and the young boys who weaved in and out of the clamour? Was I about to learn that we’d become orphans? After all, Da did the dirtiest, hardest work at the ship sides, helping to winch enormous loads from the bowels of those great vessels, brought in by barges, which the dockers called ‘flats’. It would only take one moment of inattention, one missed instruction from the stevedores, one misplaced footing, to be crushed underneath the weight of those great carriers of grain and spices, timber and glue. One brief second in a jostling, catcalling world where human life was cheap and commerce overrode men like a great foot stamping ants on an anthill. 

			Our father Thomas had been hurt before. One time I’d been called out of class, on a day not unlike today, and told by one of the nuns that Da had been injured badly when run over by one of the railway wagons that travelled along the rail tracks of the docks day and night. His deafness and the darkness of the night meant he hadn’t heard or seen it coming. Da hadn’t been found by his fellow dockers until the next morning. He’d spent a whole night out in the cold and lost half of his left foot as a result. He always said that the pain he suffered was the reason his hair went white literally overnight. That was six years ago, and still I remembered feeling sick to my stomach with shock at hearing the news, so much so that I was sent home from school that day. 

			I didn’t think I could bear hearing any more news like that, and yet here I was, feeling like I was on the brink of hearing something that could change my life forever. Suddenly the kindness of the Sister felt like an inadequate bandage for my fears. 

			That’s it, I thought, she must be tellin’ us bad news, and Holy Jesus I don’t think I’m ready to hear it. Why was Nellie, who looked up at me shyly, standing in my classroom, looking like she wanted to be anywhere else but here? I had to know. 

			At last, I met the Sister’s eye. Her face was beaming, though. Her brown eyes twinkled as I met her gaze and the tight clenching feeling in my stomach eased, just for a moment. I shook my head in bewilderment. The Sister turned then to Nellie, who looked up at her with her small, lovely face. 

			‘Come on then our Nellie, get yerself up on the chair and tell us all yer news,’ prompted the sister, holding Nellie’s hand as she climbed onto an empty chair, and then onto one of the desks. I could hardly believe my eyes. Even my stern teacher looked intrigued, and normally we’d have had hell to pay for standing on the furniture in class! ‘Go on girl,’ whispered the nun to my little sister, ‘tell them what ye told me . . .’ 

			Here it was, whatever was coming was about to land. For a moment, I looked at Nellie and my heart bloomed with pride. She was wearing the green gym slip and white blouse I’d bought a few days’ earlier from the pawn shop for sixpence. The outfit had been laid out on a table outside the shop and I couldn’t help but buy it with the shillings our father gave me each week me for housekeeping money. I’d taken it home and washed it thoroughly with Reckitt’s Blue soap. I wasn’t having anyone say I couldn’t manage, and that we wore dirty clothes. Nellie was proud as punch of her new outfit and wore it every day, so each evening I rinsed out the days’ soot and dirt and put it to dry on the chair in front of the range. And here she was, her fair hair catching the light, standing on a desk in front of us all with her eyes downcast at her fraying socks and grubby old shoes. 

			With a soft baby voice, she whispered, ‘Me mam’s left an’ our Maggie’s become our new mam.’ 

			‘Speak up, our Nellie, so everyone can hear ye,’ encouraged the kind Sister, reaching up to give her a gentle pat on the arm. 

			Nellie cleared her voice, and repeated what she’d said, only this time she drew herself up and looked around at the class. ‘Me mam left us, and so our Maggie’s become our mam now. She does everythin’ for us, even cooks our dinner every evenin’, an’ it doesn’t even hurt when she combs me hair every mornin’ . . .’ Her voice trailed off, and she blushed at hearing her own voice echo around the room. 

			The kindly nun added, ‘And we’ve all noticed how clean and smart ye all are, even though ye don’t have a Mam at home, so let that be a lesson to everyone in this room.’ There was a moment’s silence as the eighty eyes took in Nellie and her blushes, and me with my look of amazement, and then all of a sudden the room erupted as eighty hands started clapping, and forty mouths were suddenly cheering! I couldn’t believe my eyes and ears. I’d never heard anything like it. 

			‘Hurray fer our Maggie,’ shouted one boy, smearing his face with snot. 

			‘She’s our girl,’ shouted a girl from our court, clapping her hands excitedly. 

			I looked around at the cheering faces and allowed myself a smile that grew and grew with each second of the applause. I had never experienced anything like it. I grinned at Nellie, feeling a big lump in my throat. Here I was, about to be disciplined for my inattention, and suddenly I was being congratulated instead! 

			‘Well done, our Nellie, now get yerself down and back to class with ye,’ beamed the Sister. She looked back at me as she helped Nellie down and gave me a quick wink, just small enough so that my teacher wouldn’t see. I laughed at that. 

			‘Now, now, everyone hush. Quiet children! Back to work! We’re all proud of our Margaret for taking on a mother’s chores but we still have work to do.’ The nun strode back to the board and rapped it with her cane. ‘And you can sit down now, Margaret,’ she added, ‘we’ll continue with the Commandment to “honour thy father and thy mother” as that seems appropriate, given the circumstances.’ 

			At that I stole a glance at the dark-haired boy sat in the row behind me. Thomas McGee’s black eyes flashed back at me, mirroring my triumph. I smiled at him, the lad from a few streets away who had been my childhood sweetheart since I started school. He was three years older than me, but as our class was made up of a hotchpotch of ages, it was usual for him to be sat nearby, throwing me cheeky smiles and making faces to make me giggle when the nuns weren’t looking. His approving grin meant the world to me, and I sat down feeling like a princess, so unused was I to all the attention. 

			In a moment everyone else had sat down and was bent over their books, heads bowed to the windows, as silent as if nothing at all had happened. But for me, the sounds of the cheering and the bright, happy eyes turned in my direction would stay with me, not just for that day, but perhaps for the rest of my life. Of course, I did what I did at home for love of my family. It would never have occurred to me to be thanked for my tasks. But being clapped was another thing entirely. For a moment I had drunk in the admiration, knowing that it would be a memory I would always treasure, one I would come back to on harder days than this, when the job of caring for everyone might feel more like a heavy burden. That day wasn’t today, though. Today was a day of wonder, and I savoured every second of it for many, many long days and nights to come. 

			Thomas met me outside the gates as he usually did, and together with Lizzy Murray and Mary Livingstone, who we called ‘Livy’, we skipped and chatted our way home. Innocent children buoyed up by the day’s unexpected treasures. 

			 

			Back at our flat, I told Father as we all sat down to dinner. He watched me speak, drinking in my silent words but understanding them as if he could still hear a whisper. His face softened from the hardness of his day’s toil, and he nodded, smiling to me, his pride evident for me to see. I drank in his response too, feeling again the love and security that had been in short supply since Mam left. I may have been dog tired, I may have had new blisters on my hands that weren’t there even two weeks ago, but I had the love of my dad and it meant the world to me. He’d had a hard life born of the hard lives of generations, and praise for his daughter was a small jewel to be carried close. 

			Da had nothing to his name. No real treasures except us. His family had come over to Liverpool from Ireland during the famine. Sick and desperate, carrying only few bundles of clothing and food, his relatives, along with many others, came through Clarence Dock Gates into the city to escape the horrors of starvation in their homeland. They hoped for a better life, one free of poverty and hardship. I can’t say they found it, looking round at our scant possessions, the smallness of our lives in this dockside slum. 

			Da’s grandparents had arrived on a small fishing boat, hoping to find decent work and a better life for themselves. They’d landed after a treacherous journey across the Irish Sea, and settled in Scotland Road, or Scottie Road as we called it. Their desperation, their privations only attracted more of the same as they became beholden to slum landlords and casual, badly paid work. The security, the bright future they’d longed for, was no more a reality than finding gold at the end of a rainbow. But, they got on with it. They had to. Cradling babes in arms, they found a place to start anew with at least a crust of bread or a pan of scouse waiting for them at the end of each hard day. 

			My father was the proof of their willpower, their determination to have more than a starving belly. He had cared for his parents from an early age. His father had been a bare-knuckle fighter, known locally as ‘La Riley’ and he’d earned extra pennies fighting other dockers and local hard men in the back alleys, while his mother, who was blind, took in home work such as sewing. It was said she could thread a needle using only her tongue! As a result, Thomas was a proud, self-reliant and dignified man with a young family and a sense of duty that kept him shackled to dangerous, hard-bitten work, and he did it for us. He did it because he would no more think of abandoning us in our plight than he would fly to the moon. 

			Many a young woman with mouths to feed around our way saw her man up and leave for the sake of a prettier skirt or a love for his ale that outweighed that for his family. Families were left to starve and it wasn’t unusual. Not ours though. I had seen the determination on Father’s face to make sure we carried on as a family as best we could without Mary, the woman who had been our mam, and who I now vowed never to call by the name that spoke so much of love. 

			Little did I know on that summer evening, as I sat by Da’s knee and watched the dying embers of the fire, that I would never see her again. That evening with Father was one that shone through the hard days to come. It was an evening of gentle grace, of tenderness felt among the shock and terror of losing a mother’s love. It was a point in time where I felt the full force of my father’s affection for me, his quiet love and his fierce duty to keep all of us little ones safe. That night at our bedside prayers, Tommy, Nellie and I prayed for God to forgive Mary, wherever she was, and to give strength and peace to our father. He was the one who needed, and deserved, our thoughts, and we all went to sleep with his name on our lips and hearts.
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