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Chapter One


The big kitchen was warm and quiet with a bright fire burning and a black kettle on the hob beside it, purring like a contented cat.


Although the spring morning was dull and the room shadowy, the flames struck gleams of light from the polished fire irons, and from the glass of a framed photograph which stood on the dresser opposite the fireplace.


The child playing with her toys on the hearthrug left them and climbed on to a chair to reach the photograph which was of her dead brother, Patrick. She was kissing the smiling face of the little boy when her mother came through from the back kitchen.


‘Anne, be careful child,’ she exclaimed. ‘You could get a nasty cut from the glass if you fell.’


‘I’m just telling Patrick I’m starting school after Easter,’ she explained. Her mother took the photograph from her and sighed as she looked at it.


‘The years go past so fast,’ she murmured. ‘Already you’re nearly the age he was when we lost him.’


She replaced the photograph and lifted Anne down from the chair. ‘Put away your toys now, love,’ she said. ‘They’ll all be in in a minute for their dinners.’


Anne went obediently to pick up her toys. Her big sister Maureen had told her that Patrick had gone to heaven when he was six years old. ‘I was three and Tony was six months old,’ Maureen said. ‘But it was a long time ago, love. Patrick would be a young man now if he’d lived.’ But to Anne he was always the little boy of the photograph, and the dream playmate who accompanied her in all her imaginary adventures.


Anne was the youngest of the eight Fitzgerald children. She was loved and petted by her elder brothers and sisters, yet she would have been lonely without her dream companion. Since her brother Terry had started school two years earlier in 1923, she had played alone during the day.


Now a noise drew her to the window overlooking the back yard and she saw three of her brothers, shouting and laughing as they scuffled to kick a ball of newspaper tied with string.


Fourteen-year-old Tony was a tall, well-built boy with dark curly hair, and Stephen, four years younger, very like him. Joe who came between them in age was more slightly built but he fought as strongly for the ball, and all showed the same energy and high spirits.


Suddenly they saw Anne peeping through the window and waved to her, then kicked the ball into a corner and trooped into the kitchen. A few minutes later seven-year-old Eileen arrived, holding Terry by the hand. He was carrying a paper lantern he had made in school and rushed to show it to his mother.


‘Isn’t that grand?’ she said in her gentle voice. ‘You’re a clever lad. I’ll put it up on the mantelpiece for your daddy to see when he comes home.’


Tony was throwing Anne up into the air and Stephen was trying to tickle her. Their mother said firmly, ‘All of you now, go and wash your hands and come to the table.’ Although naturally gentle Julia Fitzgerald was strict with her children and they obeyed her immediately.


Their main meal was eaten in the evening when their father and Maureen returned from work. Now their mother placed a boiled egg at each place. Three large plates piled high with slices of bread and butter were on the table as well as a large fruit cake.


Joe put a cushion on the chair beside him and lifted Anne on to it, then he took the top off her egg and made ‘soldiers’ for her with a slice of bread and butter. Anne beamed at him. She loved all her brothers and sisters but thought that she loved Joe and Maureen best. They and Patrick and herself were like their mother, with clear pale skin, smooth dark hair and very dark brown eyes.


A poster advertising the opera Carmen with a picture of a toreador had been displayed in Crane’s music shop, and when Anne had pointed to it and said ‘Joe’, Maureen had explained that the toreador was a Spaniard.


‘Some of us look Spanish, even though we live in Liverpool,’ she said. ‘You and me and Joe and Patrick, and Mummy because she came from the West of Ireland. Some of the sailors from the Spanish Armada hundreds of years ago were washed up on that coast and married Irish girls, and we’re descended from them.’


Anne had been too young to understand at the time, but in later years she felt proud of her Spanish ancestry and was interested in anything about Spain which came into a History or Geography lesson.


Now Tony said, ‘Your last day at home, Anne, and my last day at school. You’ll like school, y’know.’


‘Will you like work, d’you think, Tony?’ Stephen asked.


Tony shrugged. ‘I think so,’ he said. ‘I’ll soon know, anyway.’


‘You’ll like it, son,’ Julia said. ‘Benson’s Engineering has the name of a good employer, and you’ll finish up with a trade that’ll always stand to you.’ She had been pouring tea. Now she put down the teapot and smiled at Anne.


‘Your last day at home with me, love. We’ll make the most of it, and divil take the ironing.’


‘What will we do, Mummy?’ Anne asked eagerly.


‘We’ll do a bit of visiting, and you can wear your Sunday coat,’ her mother promised.


Tony had been eating quickly, with frequent glances at the clock. Now he said, ‘I’ve got to be back early, Mum, to finish clearing my books and put things away in the classroom, seeing as it’s my last day.’


‘Yes, all right,’ Julia said absently. She was piling dishes on to a tray held by Joe and followed him to the scullery, telling him to be careful. Tony stood for a moment looking after her, then shrugged and picked up his cap, and went out unnoticed.


He was soon followed by the other children, then Mrs Fitzgerald damped down the fire and changed her own blouse and Anne’s pinafore.


All their relations lived near to them in the Everton district of Liverpool, and they went first to visit Mrs Fitzgerald’s mother, who lived in a tiny house squeezed between two larger ones in a street off West Derby Road.


Anne was fascinated by her Grandma Houlihan’s house. Their own house in Magdalen Street was a big old place with four bedrooms and a bathroom with attics above, and a scullery, kitchen and two parlours downstairs. It was set back from the street with a small garden beside a path, with four steps to the front door, and cellars beneath the house.


Her Aunt Carrie’s house was even larger, and although her Aunt Minnie and her Grandma Fitzgerald both lived in four-roomed houses, they seemed large compared to Grandma Houlihan’s tiny house. Anne thought it was like a doll’s house.


Grandma Houlihan was like a doll too. A small woman always dressed in black with a black lace cap on her white hair, she seemed to fit the house but she could be very severe.


Anne enjoyed walking through the busy streets wearing her best coat and hat and holding her mother’s hand, but she was nervous about the visit.


Grandma was so very holy, and so easily shocked by the most innocent remark. Her mother had warned Anne not to chatter and she hoped she could remember not to speak.


When they reached the house Grandma opened the door and said, ‘Oh, it’s yourself, Julia, and Anne. Come in. I’ll make you a cup of tea but I’m fasting this day. I’m only taking bread and water.’


‘We won’t have tea, thanks, Ma,’ Julia said quickly. ‘We’re just after having our dinners and seeing the children back to school.’


Anne sat looking about her at the tiny room. Every inch of the wallpaper was covered with holy pictures and every flat surface held statues of saints or framed pictures of the Sacred Heart or the Pope. The horsehair stuffing of the chair she sat on pricked the back of her knees, but she was afraid to move lest she knock over a statue or a picture.


She smiled nervously as her grandmother’s gaze rested on her. ‘So Anne is to start school after the Easter holidays? You’ll miss her, Julia – the last one left at home.’


‘I will,’ Julia agreed. ‘It’s a long time since I was without a child in the house with me during the day.’


‘God has been good to you,’ her mother said in a melancholy voice. ‘Eight children and only one lost to you. I was never able to rear a boy. When Patrick died I thought you were going to be like me but you were spared that sorrow.’


‘I grieve for him still,’ Julia said in a low voice. ‘There’s only Maureen remembers him out of all the children. She was three and Tony only six months when we lost him.’


‘I remember Patrick,’ Anne announced. ‘He talks to me and I talk to him.’


‘Don’t be telling lies now, child,’ Grandma exclaimed, horrified. ‘Sure the lad was dead years before you were ever born.’


‘She looks at the photograph on the dresser and makes up her little daydreams about him,’ Julia said apologetically.


‘Then you shouldn’t encourage her,’ her mother said.


‘It must have been very hard for you, Ma, losing all those children,’ Julia said in an obvious attempt to change the subject, and her mother gave a deep sigh.


‘It was indeed, but it was a cross sent to me by God and I tried to bear it willingly,’ she said. ‘Five little ones I left under the sod in Ireland and then Declan that was born in Liverpool died when he was two years old. Only you and Minnie and Carrie that I was able to rear, but sure it was the will of God. And your poor da taken from me too.’


Anne was relieved when a little later her mother said that they must go. ‘I want to see Pat’s mother, and maybe Minnie and Carrie too before we go home,’ she explained. She rose and placed some money and some snuff and tea on the sideboard, then her mother accompanied them to the door.


‘Don’t even be thinking those lies now, child,’ she said to Anne. ‘Pray that God will make you a good girl, and a help to your mammy. I’ll say a prayer for you too.’


She sprinkled Anne with Holy Water from the stoup which hung inside the front door and the child sighed with relief as she walked away with her mother.


It was only a short distance to the house where her father’s mother and sister lived, but their reception there was very different. A tiny hallway opened into the living room where Grandma Fitzgerald sat.


As soon as her daughter Bridie opened the door Grandma called, ‘Come in, come in, Julia, and Anne too. Come to Grandma, darlin’, and give me a kiss. Weren’t we just saying, Bridie, we hoped Julia would call?’


Grandma Fitzgerald was a huge woman who suffered from dropsy, and Anne felt as though she was sinking into a feather bed as her grandma hugged and kissed her. Bridie bustled about and within minutes a cup of tea and a piece of her favourite shortbread were produced for Julia, and a slice of bread for Anne sprinkled with the tiny multi-coloured sweets known as hundreds and thousands.


Bridie was a chain smoker and Anne watched with fascination as her aunt blew elaborate smoke rings. Bridie had told Anne that one of her boyfriends had taught her this trick. Now she said, ‘So you’ll soon be going to school with the others, Anne? I’m sure you’ll be clever like them and quickly learn to read and write. You’ll like it, Anne.’


‘Mummy said I’ll have lots of little girls to play with,’ she said.


‘You will indeed, love,’ said Bridie, picking up the teapot to refill their cups. ‘Do you know, I was grown up when I learnt to read and write? I never had much schooling because I was delicate, but one of the lads who courted me taught me.’


On previous occasions Bridie had told Anne that she had been taught to paper a room and to fit a gas mantel by other boyfriends, and now Anne said admiringly, ‘You must have had a lot of boyfriends and they were very useful, weren’t they, Aunt Bridie?’


‘Indeed, and wasn’t it lucky for me that she didn’t decide on any one of them?’ Grandma said. ‘And she’s here with me still. What would I do without Bridie at all? And Pat’s a good son to me too. Sure his hand is never out of his pocket for us, God bless him.’


Anne pictured a younger Aunt Bridie surrounded by young men. She was rather like a man herself, Anne thought, with her large hands and feet and the dark hair on her upper lip, but Anne loved her dearly.


Now Bridie brought out a game called The Road to Berlin and sat down with Anne to play, while Julia talked to her mother-in-law. Anne hung over the board, her tongue caught between her teeth in concentration as she moved the counters up the board, successfully evading shell holes and tank traps to arrive triumphantly on a picture of Kaiser Bill, complete with curling moustaches and an open mouth.


‘There, you’ve won again,’ Bridie exclaimed. ‘You have a talent for the game, childie.’


Anne was sorry when her mother said they must go, especially as they went next to visit her mother’s sister, Minnie Connolly. She was a widow with an eighteen-year-old daughter named Dympna, and a son, Brendan, who had been born six months after his father was killed in an accident. That was fifteen years ago. Minnie was a thin woman with a whining voice and a talent for saying whatever would wound or cause trouble.


When she heard that Julia had just visited Grandma Fitzgerald she said spitefully, ‘Is Bridie still telling those yarns about her imaginary boyfriends? Her mother should put a stop to it. They’re downright lies.’


‘Poor Bridie. She’s only dreaming her dreams,’ Julia said in her gentle voice. ‘Why shouldn’t her mother encourage her if it keeps her happy and does no one any harm? She’s very good to her mother.’


‘She’ll feel it when the old lady goes,’ said Minnie. ‘No one else will put up with her nonsense and her mother isn’t long for this world, I’m sure. All that water is bound to go to her heart and kill her.’


Julia nodded warningly towards Anne. ‘Grandma has had the dropsy for years now and it doesn’t seem to trouble her. She’s always very cheerful. Is Dympna’s chest any better with the milder weather?’ she said.


‘Not much,’ Minnie said. ‘You’re looking frail yourself, Julia. It’s a wonder Pat doesn’t make Maureen stay home and help you, with the long family and the big house you’ve got to look after.’


‘I’m not going to keep Maureen at home just because she’s the eldest girl,’ Julia said firmly. ‘I’ve seen it too often, a girl kept at home and becoming the family drudge. No life of her own. Looking after younger children then still waiting on them when they’re grown up. Being left to look after the parents when they’re old and all the others have gone off and got married. No, I want Maureen to meet people and make friends, not be stuck at home.’


Minnie sniffed. ‘Well, I think it’s her duty to stay home and help instead of working in that wool shop. Pat can afford to keep her and he should make her stay home if he doesn’t want to see you kill yourself with hard work.’


‘No danger of that. They all help, boys and girls. Pat sees that they do,’ Julia said firmly. She stood up. ‘I’ll have to go. I want to call into Carrie’s next.’


‘You never stay here very long,’ Minnie whined. ‘Of course there’s not the comfort here like in Carrie’s house. I can’t afford it.’


‘I only stayed a few minutes in Ma’s and in Pat’s mother’s because I wanted to get round to see everyone. The last day I’ll have alone with Anne,’ Julia said, smiling at the child.


‘And Tony leaving school today. You’ll soon have them all off your hands and working. He’s lucky to get that apprenticeship in Benson’s, and lucky you can afford to leave him there for seven years. My poor Brendan had to take anything he could get to bring some money into the house.’


Julia pressed her lips together angrily as she bent over Anne and buttoned her coat, but only said, ‘We’ll have to hurry. I want to be back for the children coming in from school.’


Minnie came to the door with them. ‘I hope Anne can sit still in school or she’ll be in trouble with the teacher,’ she said. ‘She’s never stopped fidgeting while you’ve been here. Do you think her nerves are bad?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with her nerves,’ Julia snapped, and Minnie said huffily, ‘I’m sorry I spoke, I’m sure. I’m only showing concern for your family.’


‘Say ta ra to your auntie, Anne,’ Julia said. She hurried her daughter away, walking with such quick angry steps that Anne had to trot to keep up with her until they reached the home of her mother’s other sister, Carrie Anderson. They were warmly welcomed by Carrie and two-year-old Carmel who flung herself at Anne with screams of delight.


‘She loves Anne,’ Carrie said fondly. She took off her niece’s coat and gave her a biscuit. Anne went to play in the corner of the kitchen with Carmel.


As soon as she sat down Julia burst out, ‘I’ve just been to our Minnie’s and I don’t know why I ever go there. She makes my blood boil. Making nasty remarks about Bridie who wouldn’t hurt a fly and saying I look ill and Pat should keep Maureen at home to help me!’


‘Don’t let her upset you,’ Carrie said soothingly. ‘You know she’s never happy unless she’s causing trouble.’


‘I tried to keep my temper but it was one nasty remark after another. She finished up asking if Anne’s nerves were bad because she was fidgeting, then tried to make out she was only concerned about my family.’


‘The wicked faggot,’ Carrie said. ‘The truth is, she’s eaten up with jealousy. You’ve known her ways long enough, Julia. Don’t let her get you down.’


‘I’m a fool to let her annoy me,’ Julia agreed. ‘I’m sorry I raved on before I even said hello properly.’ She smiled. ‘When I said I had to go she said it was because there was more comfort in your house.’


‘There’s more comfort in anybody’s house than in hers,’ Carrie declared. ‘And it’s got nothing to do with the furniture either. It’s because of her vicious tongue. I’d never go there but imagine the carry on if we didn’t. She’d be right down upsetting Ma.’


‘You’re right, Carrie,’ Julia said. ‘I suppose really we should pity her for her bitter nature. Where are the twins?’


‘Out in the back garden making the most of it before they start school,’ Carrie said. ‘They’ll be filthy dirty, the scallywags.’


She had been making tea and pouring a glass of milk for Anne as she talked. Julia became calmer as she sipped her tea. ‘You won’t know yourself when the twins start school,’ she said. ‘Will Theresa take them?’


‘Yes, and she won’t stand any nonsense from them for all she’s only ten,’ Carrie laughed. ‘She’s a proper bossyboots.’


‘Like our Eileen,’ said Julia, then sighed. ‘She won’t have any trouble with Anne though.’ She looked fondly at her youngest child as she played with the baby. ‘I’ll miss her out of the house.’


‘You will,’ Carrie agreed. ‘She’s full of life for all she’s so good.’


There was a sudden commotion at the kitchen door and two small boys erupted into the room, struggling with each other. ‘Mum, he’s got my stone,’ one cried. ‘I dug it up and he’s took it.’


‘Taken it,’ Carrie said, pulling their soil-covered hands apart. ‘Give it to me and behave yourselves. Say hello to Auntie Julia and Anne.’


Beaming smiles replaced the scowls and they chorused, ‘Hello, Auntie Julia. Hello, Anne.’


‘Desmond, you’ve lost a tooth,’ Julia exclaimed.


‘Yeth, the tooth fairy took it and left me thixpence,’ he said. ‘Dom tried to pull his out but it wouldn’t come.’


‘Never mind. You shared your sixpence with Dominic and he’ll share his with you when his tooth comes out,’ his mother said.


‘Theresa said she only got threepence when her teeth came out, and Shaun said he only got a penny,’ Dominic announced.


‘The tooth fairy must be getting better off,’ Julia said with a smile at Carrie. She glanced at the clock. ‘I’ll have to go. I wish I could stay longer but I want to be in when they come home as it’s Tony’s last day.’


‘Is he pleased about the apprenticeship?’ her sister asked.


‘Made up,’ replied Julia. ‘Benson’s is a good place to work and engineering will just suit him. He’s always messing about with old bikes.’


‘I think it’s important for a lad to like his job because he’s in it for life,’ Carrie said. ‘Not like a girl who’s only there until she’s married. And Tony should do well. He’s a hard-working lad.’


‘I nearly forgot!’ Julia exclaimed. ‘And it was one of the reasons I came. Tony told the milkman he won’t be able to help on the round when he starts work and Mr Meadows asked him to recommend a reliable lad. Would Shaun like to do it?’


‘But what about Joe? Doesn’t he want it?’


‘He can’t. He’s on the list of servers for Mass at six o’clock in the morning and he’s got the choir three nights a week. If Shaun would like it, he could go with Tony to see Mr Meadows tonight or tomorrow.’


‘He’d be made up but I might be sorry,’ Carrie laughed. ‘If he gets any money he’s right round to the pet shop for more hamsters or white mice. I’ll send him round tomorrow.’


‘It’s hard work but good money for a lad,’ Julia said. ‘Six shillings for six days. Meadows’ son does the Sunday round with him.’


She took Anne’s hand and moved to the door just as a burly man wearing a leather apron came through from the garden and greeted her.


‘Hello, Fred,’ she said. ‘I’m hopping round everyone today like a hen on a griddle, and I’m just off again.’


‘Wait till I get my apron off and I’ll walk down with you,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to call into the shop.’


Fred Anderson always described himself as a cobbler. He owned a small shop where two elderly men worked repairing the shoes that were brought in, but his chief income was from the skilled work he did with leather in the hut in his garden.


There he made shoes for customers who could afford to have them hand made, and designed and made handsome desk fittings and bags and purses in supple leather. He also repaired harness and it was his proud boast that he could mend anything that was brought to him, even small objects from the Museum.


Fred’s house was bigger than the Fitzgerald house in Magdalen Street with larger and more luxuriously furnished rooms and a garden front and rear. Carrie and Fred had five children, Shaun and Theresa born before the war, and the twins and Carmel when Fred returned from the trenches.


‘Carrie thinks wars are a good idea,’ he often joked. ‘Gave her a break to get her strength up before she had the twins to deal with.’


Julia felt that it was tactless of Fred to make this joke before people who had lost family or friends in the war and often thought of dropping a hint to him or Carrie but the opportunity never arose. She was too fond of both of them to risk hurting their feelings.


Now he took off his apron and put on a jacket while Carrie kissed Anne and gave her some sweets and the twins shouted: ‘See you at school.’


‘I pity the teacher who has those two in her class,’ Fred said as they walked away, but Julia said soothingly, ‘I’m sure they’ll soon settle down, and they’ll have each other to ease them in.’


‘Anne won’t give any trouble, and she’ll do well at school,’ Fred said, smiling down at the little girl.


‘These young ones have a big advantage,’ Julia said. ‘With the others going through the school before them. Yours and mine have all been well behaved so the teachers will be well disposed towards these younger ones. They’ll have brothers and sisters in the school to look after them, too.’


‘Aye, that’s true,’ Fred agreed, then suddenly laughed. ‘Des and Dominic might break the mould as far as behaviour goes, and queer the pitch for Carmel.’


‘Now don’t go borrowing trouble, Fred,’ Julia said firmly, ‘I’m sure they’ll behave very well.’


‘Aye and pigs might fly, but they’re most unlikely birds,’ Fred laughed. They had reached the shop and he bent down and put a threepenny bit in Anne’s hand. ‘Get an ice cream or some sweets, love,’ he said. ‘Ta ra then, Julia. Tell Pat I’ll be in the Mere about eight o’clock if he feels like a pint.’


He went into his shop and Julia hurried away, an anxious frown creasing her forehead as a nearby church clock struck four-thirty.


‘Dear God, I’ll have missed seeing Tony and no potatoes done or anything. I don’t know where the time’s gone,’ she murmured as she sped along with Anne trotting beside her.




Chapter Two


When they reached home Julia was relieved to find that Eileen and Stephen had laid the table and Joe had peeled the potatoes. ‘Aren’t I well blessed with such good children?’ she said, thankfully sinking into her chair and changing her shoes. ‘Is Tony long gone, Joe?’


‘No, Mum, only about twenty minutes,’ he said. ‘He’s got things to show you, but he’ll tell you about it when he gets back.’


‘Ah, God, I wanted to be here when he got in from school but the time just flew away from me,’ she mourned. Joe made tea and brought a cup to her. ‘Thanks, son,’ she said. ‘I’ll have five minutes before I start, seeing you’ve all helped me.’


Eileen had taken off Anne’s coat and told her to hang it on one of the hooks which were across the middle of the door. ‘You’ll have to do this yourself when you start school so you might as well start practising now,’ she said. ‘She took a piece of chalk from the dresser. ‘Come on and I’ll show you a new game.’


‘Will you teach me how to whistle too, Eil?’ Anne asked as the two little girls ran out to the backyard.


‘No, because I’m always getting told off for it in school,’ Eileen said, but she began to whistle the merry notes of a jig, The Blackbird.


‘Will you listen to her?’ her mother said. ‘Sure she sounds as sweet and clear as a blackbird herself.’


The evening meal was ready when their father and Maureen returned from work, and Tony from the milk round. Pat Fitzgerald was a big man with a weatherbeaten face and a hearty laugh. He was a bricklayer by trade with his own small building business, and was a loving but strict father to his children.


When he came home the children gathered round him as he sat in his armchair, and Terry showed him the paper lantern he had made while the other children chattered to him until Julia called them to the table. Maureen helped her mother to serve the meal of liver and bacon, cabbage and potatoes, then Pat said Grace before they began.


Anne sat next to her father and he said fondly, ‘And what have you been doing today, queen?’


‘I went to Grandma’s with Mummy,’ she said. ‘And Grandma Fitz’s and Aunt Minnie’s and Aunt Carrie’s.’


‘You had a full day be the sound of it,’ Pat said looking down the table at his wife.


‘We only dashed round this afternoon,’ she said. ‘We couldn’t stay long anywhere but I wanted to make the most of Anne’s last day at home with me.’


‘Long enough at a couple of places, I suppose,’ he said meaningfully.


‘Indeed,’ she said with a smile, but when Eileen said: ‘I don’t like going to Grandma Houlihan’s. She’s so holy,’ her father checked her sharply.


‘That’s no way to talk about your grandma, Eileen. Some of that same holiness wouldn’t do you any harm.’


‘I like going to Grandma Fitz’s and Aunt Carrie’s,’ Anne said.


‘That’s because Uncle Fred gave you threepence,’ Stephen teased her.


‘No, it isn’t,’ Anne said indignantly, and Maureen said, ‘We know it isn’t, pet. Stephen was only joking.’


‘So you finished at school today, Tony?’ Pat said. ‘How did you go on?’


‘It was the gear, Dad. Father Magee came in and gave us a talk, then he gave all the lads who were leaving a Missal and a shilling. Then Mr Bolton gave us our references and said he wished us success in life on behalf of all the staff. The class gave us three cheers.’


‘Well, you got a good send-off, anyway,’ said Pat.


The dinner plates had been cleared away and Julia was taking a huge rice pudding from the oven. ‘Let’s see your character, Tony,’ Pat said. ‘Before your mother starts on the pudding.’ Tony took his reference from the dresser and handed it to his father, who read it and handed it back with a pleased smile. ‘That’s very good, son. Have you seen this, Julia?’


‘No, I missed Tony after school,’ she said, busily serving the rice pudding. ‘I’ll look at it when we’ve finished.’


Tony looked downcast but folded the reference and put it back on the dresser without comment.


‘You did well, lad,’ Pat said. He looked round the table at the other children. ‘I hope you’re all going to work hard and leave with a good character like Maureen and Tony. See how they’ve both got good jobs while other boys and girls are out of work or in dead-end jobs.’


‘We could work for you, Dad,’ Stephen said, but his father shook his head. ‘No. I don’t want any of you to go into bricklaying if you can avoid it. It’s too chancy. You never know when you’re going to be rained off.’


When the meal was finished and cleared away, Pat asked if Eileen and Joe had done their practising. Neither had and he said, ‘Right, Joe. Into the parlour and get yours done and leave the way clear for Eileen.’


Joe obeyed and soon the sweet strains of the violin floated from the parlour. He played some exercises first, then his mother’s favourites: The Snowy-breasted Pearl and The Londonderry Air.


Tony had shown his mother the Missal he had been given and his reference and been praised by her. Now he sat at one end of the table sorting cigarette cards while his father sat at the other end.


Pat had taken a thick notebook and a stub of pencil from his pocket. He was studying the book and writing in it with a frown on his face.


‘Leave the old sums and rest yourself, Pat,’ Julia said. ‘Let your tea settle before you start worrying about them.’ He looked up and smiled ruefully. His lips and tongue were dyed purple from the indelible pencil he had been sucking. ‘I think I’d better go back to school meself,’ he said. ‘Can’t get me sums to turn out right.’


‘Never mind. Sit down and have your smoke and they might work out better when you’re rested,’ she said.


Pat sat down in his armchair with Julia sitting opposite knitting, her feet on a stool.


‘Our Minnie was going on again about Maureen staying home to help,’ she said quietly while all the family were occupied. ‘I told her we wouldn’t dream of it. I said Maureen was happy in the wool shop, and anyway all the children helped with the work. We’ve good children, thank God, Pat.’


He was pressing tobacco into his pipe with quick angry movements. ‘What the divil has it got to do with Minnie?’ he demanded. ‘It’d suit her better to be looking after her own. Keeping an eye on young Brendan.’


Julia looked up in alarm. ‘Brendan?’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s the matter with him?’


Pat turned his head and looked into the fire. ‘Nothing,’ he said hurriedly. ‘He’s just – just a bit wild, that’s all. Me and Fred had a word with him. He’ll be all right now.’


‘Minnie said nothing. She doesn’t know there’s anything wrong, I’m sure.’


‘She doesn’t need to know. It was nothing,’ Pat said. ‘I’m sorry I spoke.’ He put his pipe in his mouth and began to light it as a sign that he would say no more.


Julia said with a sigh, ‘Minnie doesn’t show him much example with that bitter tongue of hers. And no father to guide him, poor lad.’


Pat took the pipe from his mouth. ‘Aye, poor Francis,’ he said. ‘It’s for his sake me and Fred tried to guide the lad.’


Anne had come to stand by her father and he lifted her up on to his knee. ‘Ah, me baby’s a baby no longer,’ he said. ‘Here you are a big girl nearly ready for school before I knew what was happening.’ She nestled against him.


Joe had come from the parlour and Eileen was about to go in to start practising, but Tony said quickly, ‘Can we have prayers before she starts, Dad? I want to go to the Boys’ Club for a game of ping-pong.’


‘Right, we will so,’ said Pat, lifting Anne from his knee and taking Rosary beads from where they hung on a nail beside the fireplace.


The family knelt down and Pat began. Their voices rose and fell as he recited the first half of the Hail Mary and the family responded with the second part. He then prayed for the people they knew who were ill or in trouble, and concluded with a prayer for: ‘All those who have gone before us, O Lord. My father and my brothers and sisters, and Julia’s father and brothers and sisters, for Francis Connolly, and for our beloved son, Patrick. Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon them. May they rest in peace. Amen.’


The family replied, ‘Amen.’


Anne leaned against her father listening to the rise and fall of the voices as they prayed. Too young to analyse her emotions, she only knew that she felt safe and happy, surrounded by her family. Even Patrick was present, she felt, as her father prayed for him.


When the prayers were finished the family stood up and Tony snatched his jacket from behind the door and sped off to the Boys’ Club. Eileen went into the parlour but as soon as she began to play Joe and Stephen stood outside the parlour door and began to sing in falsetto voices: ‘“Nelly Bly, Nelly Bly, blinks her little eye”.’


Eileen burst out of the parlour just as her father shouted, ‘Cut that out now, lads. Leave Eileen in peace for her practising.’


Joe and Stephen retreated into the kitchen, laughing as Eileen belaboured them with rolled-up sheet music, and Julia said soothingly, ‘Take no notice, Eileen. Go on with the music. It sounded grand.’


It was true that Eileen played well. Although she was a well-built girl, a tomboy who was always ready to join in the boys’ games of football or cricket, she had long, slim fingers and a delicate touch on the piano.


Maureen went upstairs to change her dress, taking Anne with her to put her to bed. When the little girl was tucked into the bed she shared with Eileen, she begged Maureen to tell her a story.


‘I can’t tonight, love,’ Maureen said. ‘I’ve got to get ready for the social. I’ll tell you one tomorrow night. Go to sleep now.’ She went into the bathroom and when she returned Anne was fast asleep.


Maureen changed into a pale green dress with a white embroidered collar, then she took a tiny jar of Tokalon vanishing cream from a drawer and smoothed a little on to her face before passing a powder puff lightly over it.


She went into her mother’s bedroom to look at herself in the long pier glass there, examining her face carefully to be sure that the cream and powder would not be evident to her father. Maureen was now seventeen, a tall slim girl with large brown eyes and dark hair cut with a fringe and a middle parting. She was attractive but knew that it was unlikely that she would be asked to dance by a young man at the social.


One reason was her shyness and the other that there would be few young men there. The Great War had claimed many of the lads who might have been her partners. When it ended one hundred and eighty of the men of the parish lay beneath the sea or buried in foreign soil.


Girls a little older than Maureen told her wistfully of the days before the war when young men outnumbered girls at the socials, but it seemed that those days would never return.


The few men who were present were discouraged by Maureen’s air of reserve and her friend Hannah said in exasperation, ‘You’ll never click, Maureen, if you don’t smile at fellows and encourage them.’


‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘I can’t stand the way some girls throw themselves at fellows.’


‘But there’s no need to go to the other extreme,’ Hannah said. ‘Willie Stone was looking over here but you just looked away.’


‘I’d rather dance with you, Hannah,’ Maureen said. ‘You haven’t got two left feet and bad breath like Willie Stone.’ Hannah laughed and Maureen felt conscience-stricken because she had been unkind.


When Willie Stone looked at her again she smiled at him, and then had to endure two dances with him. I’m a fool, she thought. He didn’t even know I’d said that to Hannah.


Most of the couples were girls dancing together and Maureen was happy to spend the rest of the evening dancing with other girls. Her head was full of romantic dreams but she was realistic too, and knew that the young men at the social were very far from her ideal man.


Someday he would appear, she was sure, and meanwhile she was happy. Most of her social life was centred round the church and she had many good friends among the members of the clubs and confraternities to which she belonged.


She liked her job in the wool shop and was very happy at home. Close to her mother, she enjoyed helping her with the younger children, especially Anne. Maureen was twelve when Anne was born and just old enough to enjoy cuddling and dressing the baby.


Anne loved Maureen too. Her mother was constantly busy, cooking and cleaning for her large family, but Maureen was always willing to answer Anne’s questions or to tell her stories and play with her.


All the Fitzgeralds were happy together. The children rarely quarrelled, and when they did their parents insisted that they made friends with each other before bedtime. Their father quoted: ‘“Never let the sun go down on your wrath.”’


Their mother told them, ‘Don’t keep up quarrels. Just think how you would feel if God took your brother or sister in the night and you had gone to bed bad friends.’ All the children but especially Maureen saw the force of this argument. She was always quick to make up a quarrel and the younger children followed her example.


Carrie Anderson often complained to Julia that her family were always quarrelling. ‘I think we should be called the fighting Andersons,’ she said. ‘The twins are always trying to murder each other and —’


‘But they stand up for each other if anyone else attacks them,’ Julia interrupted. ‘They only squabble with each other.’


‘And our Theresa and Shaun,’ Carrie went on, ‘it’s like a red rag to a bull when they see each other. I tried that about going to bed bad friends, but Theresa said she wouldn’t care if anything happened to Shaun and he said the same about her.’


‘Oh, Carrie, I’m sure they didn’t mean it!’ Julia exclaimed. ‘They must just have been mad at each other at the time.’


‘They’re always mad at each other,’ Carrie said. ‘I don’t know what it is. They just seem to rub each other up the wrong way . . . And Des and Dom fight and you’d think they’d be good friends being twins. Now even Carmel’s joining in. She bit Dominic’s leg yesterday.’


‘Maybe our boys don’t fight so much because they’re near in age and they’re all so mad on football,’ Julia said. ‘They even took Terry to Everton on Saturday in the boys’ pen.’


They were sitting in Carrie’s kitchen. Carrie poured tea for them then laughed suddenly.


‘The tea reminds me,’ she said. ‘I can’t talk about the kids. We’re as bad, Fred and I.’ She showed Julia a stain on the wallpaper near to the door. ‘I got mad at him the other night and flung my cup of tea at him. He ducked and it went all over the wallpaper.’


‘Good God, I’d be afraid of harming him or breaking the cup!’ Julia exclaimed.


‘Oh, the cup was only a muggan one from the market,’ Carrie said carelessly. ‘I suppose if it had been one of my china cups it would have been in smithereens.’


‘Good job Fred ducked all the same,’ Julia laughed.


Carrie smiled too. ‘We got over the row anyway,’ she said. ‘I just burst out laughing when I saw the look on Fred’s face and he had to laugh too. The cup just bounced along the floor.’


Later Julia told Pat about the episode. ‘Carrie was complaining about the way their kids fight and then she showed me the stain on the wallpaper where she’d thrown a cup of tea at Fred and missed.’


Pat laughed. ‘The first word was always a blow with Carrie,’ he said. ‘I remember her from when I was courting you, the way she’d let fly.’


‘She just throws the first thing that comes to her hand,’ Julia agreed, ‘but the rows are soon over.’


‘Aye, they’re both a bit fiery, but it dies down as quick as it flashes up with Fred and Carrie,’ Pat said. ‘There’s no malice in either of them.’


‘Indeed there isn’t,’ Julia agreed. ‘I wish I could say the same for our Minnie.’ She seemed about to add more but instead said, ‘Did any more happen about Brendan?’


‘No. I told you, me and Fred put the wind up him,’ said Pat. ‘Just forget it will you, Julia? I’m sorry I ever mentioned it.’


She said no more but she was curious about the episode. Fred was less discreet than Pat and a few days later Carrie told Julia what had happened.


Brendan was employed as a messenger boy by the owner of a small grocery business where Carrie shopped. He had occasionally been left in charge of the shop for brief periods and on one occasion the owner, Mr Woodward, had returned suddenly to the shop and found Brendan helping himself to money from the cash drawer.


Carrie was a valued customer at the shop and Woodward decided to inform Fred before sending for the police. He had gone immediately to the shop where he found Woodward furious and Brendan snivelling. The boy said that it was the first time he had taken anything but Woodward said he had suspected him for some time. ‘You know I’m not on a big scale, Mr Anderson, and I’ve noticed me takings were down for a while now, and biscuits and such like missing from the stock.’


Fred had asked how much was involved and the shopkeeper said he was not sure. ‘He only took a little bit at first but then he got more hardfaced when he thought I hadn’t noticed anything,’ he said. ‘I know he’s your nephew, Mr Anderson, but I’ve got to say he’s a real bad penny. I’ve been good to him and this is how he repays me.’


Fred had apologised to the man and made his loss good.


‘It’s a shame that Fred had to go through that when Brendan’s not even a blood relation,’ Julia said, ‘I don’t tell Pat half the things our Minnie says or the trouble she causes, y’know, Carrie. To tell you the truth I’m ashamed for him to know my own sister behaves like that.’


‘I feel the same,’ said Carrie. ‘And I’m like you, Julia. I’m ashamed for Fred to know some of her tricks, and yet if I told him and he said anything about her, I’d stick up for her.’


‘So would I with Pat,’ Julia said with a smile. ‘I suppose blood’s thicker than water.’


‘I just hope she behaves herself on Saturday, that’s all,’ said Carrie.


On Easter Saturday Carrie and Fred always gave a party for all the family, and everyone felt that this was the real start of spring. The Fitzgeralds and the Connollys were invited, and Pat’s mother and sister, Fred’s two brothers and their families, and numerous cousins.


Fred always concealed Easter Eggs around the garden for the children if the weather was sunny, or around the attics where they were sent up to play if it was wet. The children enjoyed playing in the attics. They could slide down an old mattress propped against the wall or swing from a rope that hung from the ceiling, and they knew that they could scream and shout as much as they pleased and not be heard downstairs in the well-built old house.


On Easter Saturday although he had left school Tony still went upstairs to play with two Anderson cousins who were also fourteen years old and Shaun and Joe who were twelve. Brendan mooched alone round the damp garden.


‘I’m not staying downstairs with him,’ Tony had whispered to Maureen. The other children welcomed Tony, but they were all pleased that Brendan had decided that he was too old at fifteen to mix with them. He had always cheated about his turn on the slide and given sly kicks and pinches to the smaller children.


Maureen and Dympna and two of Fred’s nieces of the same age sat in the small back parlour while the adults gathered in the parlour. Maureen felt that she would rather be with them, or even up in the attics with the children.


Minnie’s daughter Dympna was a lumpen girl with thick glasses and a perpetual cold in the head. She constantly complained ‘It’s not fair’, no matter what happened. Fred’s nieces giggled together about boys they knew, shrieking with laughter when Maureen failed to understand the double meaning of some of their remarks.


Dympna ignored them and slumped in her chair biting her nails. Maureen felt ready to scream with boredom. At length they were called into the kitchen where two long tables were spread with a lavish meal. When it was over Bridie washed the dishes and Maureen dried them, pleased to have an excuse to escape from Dympna and the other girls.


Carrie and Julia laid the tables again for the children’s meal, and when Brendan appeared scowling at the door from the garden, Carrie said quickly, ‘Oh, I was just going to call you. Come on, love, get some food before we’re overrun.’


The next moment there was a noise like thunder as the children clattered down the stairs and into the kitchen and Carrie said laughingly to him, ‘What did I tell you? Like the charge of the Light Brigade.’ But she drew no answering smile from Brendan. She left him alone and helped the younger children with their food instead.


Minnie had stood by as Pat helped his mother from the parlour to a chair in the kitchen, saying, ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ and shaking her head mournfully. When Pat helped his mother back to the parlour Minnie was there again, sighing and shaking her head. Carrie had followed to make sure that old Mrs Fitzgerald was comfortable and she said sharply, ‘What’s the matter, Minnie? Have you got a pain?’


Anger replaced the melancholy expression on her sister’s face and she looked even more cross when Pat’s mother said with genuine sympathy, ‘Try bi-carbonate of soda, girl. It does wonders for me.’ Carrie went back to the kitchen humming cheerfully.


When the children had been fed and the table cleared, everyone assembled in the big parlour and the party took its usual course. Most people had a party piece which the others urged them to perform.


Fred sang The Road to Mandalay in a powerful baritone accompanied on the piano by Eileen, and followed it with The Lost Chord. Joe played a selection of Irish airs on the violin, and his cousin Shaun played The Londonderry Air on the flute. The company ignored the mistakes made by the young musicians and applauded them warmly.


Julia had a sweet voice and sang as she worked about the house, but she was too shy to sing in public. Pat sang The Irish Emigrant and followed it with The Miner’s Dream of Home which drew tears from some of the older women.


Terry and Stephen and some of the other boys had gone back to the kitchen to play games with cigarette cards or tiddley-winks, but Anne sat on her mother’s knee sucking her thumb.


Maureen was sitting beside her mother and she leaned over to take Anne’s thumb from her mouth, but her mother said gently, ‘Leave her, Mo. It’s a comfort to her.’


‘But she doesn’t need comfort, Mum. It’s just a bad habit,’ Maureen protested. ‘You’re happy, aren’t you, Anne?’


She nodded and smiled, and Fred who was moving about filling the men’s glasses said heartily, ‘Isn’t she always happy? Happy Annie, I call her. You’ve got the pick of the bunch there, Julia.’


She looked up to protest, but Pat’s mother who was nearby said quickly, ‘Aren’t they all good children? One as good as the other. You’ve a grand family, thank God, Julia, but sure the youngest is always the pet of the family.’


‘The older children are not the baby for long because the others come crowding after them,’ another woman said. ‘But the youngest is the baby all her life. Remember Baby Hanson? Over fifty when she died but she was still called Baby.’


Fred’s brother began to sing Phil the Fluter’s Ball, and everyone joined in the lively chorus. There was laughter and an air of gaiety, and Anne snuggled close to her mother, looking around her with delight.


Presently she drifted off to sleep, and knew nothing more until she was lifted in her father’s strong arms from the sofa where she had been placed.


‘A grand “do”, Fred, one of your best,’ she heard her father say, then still half asleep she was carried home through the dark streets.


‘It was a grand do, wasn’t it?’ she murmured as she was slipped into bed. She heard her father laugh and her mother exclaim, ‘Ah, the darlin’ child,’ and she smiled at them and fell sound asleep, still smiling.




Chapter Three


Julia told Pat that Carrie had told her about Brendan’s stealing and asked him to tell her more about the incident.


‘Let’s hope he’s learnt his lesson,’ she said.


‘Time will tell,’ said Pat grimly. ‘God knows we did our best to cure him. I talked to him about taking his father’s place and not disgracing his mother and his sister, but I think he took more notice of Fred.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘Fred knows the Governor of the main Bridewell. He arranged to take Brendan in there and the bobbies showed him the cells and the birch. Even got a lad who’d been birched for stealing to talk to him. Frightened the life out of young Brendan, I can tell you.’


‘I hope it did. That’s probably the best way to cure a lad like him,’ said Julia. ‘Mind you, Pat, I feel sorry for those children for all they’re such an unlikeable pair. No father to guide them and only a bad example from Minnie.’


‘Do you know, that lad didn’t know how his father died or anything about him?’ Pat said.


‘Never!’ exclaimed Julia.


‘As true as God. When I spoke about Francis he said he knew nothing about him. His mother started crying and carrying on if he asked.’


‘Wouldn’t you think he’d have asked one of us?’


‘To tell you the truth, Julie, I think he had the idea that there was something shameful about his dad. When I talked about Francis and what a good man he was, the lad seemed surprised.’


‘God forgive Minnie!’ Julie exclaimed.


‘Aye. I told the lad the way Francis worked every bit of overtime he could get and rode that old bike all the way to the South Docks to save the fare.’


‘You didn’t tell him it was because of Minnie nagging about money?’


‘Give me credit for some sense, girl. I told him the way the bike wheel went in the tramlines and poor Francis was thrown off and cracked his head open, Lord rest him.’


‘I wonder will it make a difference to Brendan, knowing about his dad?’ said Julia. ‘Perhaps he’ll be a better lad from now on.’


‘Maybe,’ said Pat. ‘Maybe.’ But he looked doubtful.


Soon after the Easter party the time came for Anne to start school. Terry had moved up to the Junior Boys’ School and had decided that he was now too old to be taken to school by a girl, but Anne was happy to go off to school every day clutching Eileen’s hand.


She liked school. The teacher of the infant class was a young woman whose fiancé had been killed late in the war. She was a gentle girl who poured out the love she would have felt for her own children on the little ones in her charge.


This made the transition to school easy for Anne. She dearly loved Miss Anstey and liked most of the children in the class too. She enjoyed playing with them at playtime. The junior girls’ playground was to one side of the infants’ patch of ground and she could see Eileen playing boisterously there with her own friends and wave to her.


A new world seemed to open for Anne now that she was a schoolgirl. Soon after Easter the church May procession took place and she was now eligible to walk in it. All the Fitzgerald family walked in the procession.


Pat carried a banner for the Men’s Sodality to which he belonged, and Julia walked with the Women’s Confraternity. Tony walked with the Young Men’s Society, and Maureen, wearing a white dress and veil and a blue cloak, walked with the Children of Mary. The boys who were at school wore sashes over their white shirts, and Eileen and Anne had new white dresses and wreaths and veils.


There was tremendous bustle and excitement as they all dressed and made ready, but before they left the house Pat said, as he said every year, ‘Remember now, all of you, this isn’t just a matter of dressing up. The procession is to honour Our Lord and His Blessed Mother, and don’t any of you forget that.’


The family all promised but Anne found it hard to remember her father’s instructions in the excitement of forming into lines for the procession and walking round the church grounds.


Next they walked along the aisles of the crowded church, singing hymns, and finally the statue of the Virgin Mary was crowned with a wreath of flowers by the girl chosen to be May Queen. Most of the children carried bunches of white narcissi, and even when she was old the scent of the narcissus Cheerfulness would recall to Anne those days of happy innocence.


The school outing to Ainsdale took place next on 29 June which is the feast day of Saints Peter and Paul and was a school holiday. Anne thought it was all wonderful, from the excitement of watching for a red sky the night before as a sign of good weather to the return home, dirty, sticky, exhausted but happy.


The children travelled by special train to Ainsdale and Anne was speechless with excitement as it drew into the station to squeals of delight from the children and shouts of ‘Hoky Cokey, a penny a lump’ from a man on the platform.


Eileen had been told to keep Anne with her, and several of her friends had younger sisters to watch over too. The younger girls played happily together making sandcastles while their elders raced about the shore playing tick or rounders, then they all paddled at the edge of the waves.


A handbell was rung to summon the children to a meadow where trestle tables had been set up. They sat on wooden forms and were given a cup of milk and a bag containing a cheese sandwich, an apple and a sticky bun. It was like nectar and ambrosia to the hungry children.


Anne and Eileen had been saving pennies for weeks for the day out and their father had made their savings up to two shillings each. Most of this was spent at the funfair which had been set up, and the girls were determined to win or buy a present for their mother.


They were successful and a gaudy brooch and an incredibly ugly statuette were received with profuse thanks by their mother. She wore the gaudy jewellery about the house for months and put the statuette on the mantelpiece. Both girls were delighted.


Now that the twins and Anne were at school, Julia and Carrie often went to the shops in town together. The distance was short and Carmel walked between them or rode in a folding go-chair.


They managed to conceal these jaunts from Minnie. ‘I feel mean leaving her out,’ Julia said. ‘But we’ve got to watch our tongues so carefully since that business with Brendan.’


‘And she’d do her best to spoil the day for us anyway,’ Carrie said forthrightly. Minnie still had not been told of her son’s trouble.


Mr Woodward had refused to take him back, but before Minnie knew he had left there Brendan had found another job. He told his mother that it was a delivery job, and his uncles that he was helping a man who sold goods from a handcart and needed help to wheel it round. He was actually employed as a look-out man, watching for the approach of policemen as most of the goods were stolen. But he was good at the job and it introduced him to people who operated on the fringes of the law.


Pat and Fred were surprised that the job paid so well and that Brendan seemed flush with money, but he told a plausible story and though they were sometimes troubled by doubts, they accepted it.


For Anne the weeks seemed to fly past and soon it was time for the school to break up for the summer holidays. Now she was allowed to go to the park with Eileen and Terry and Stephen, with Joe in charge of the family. They took parcels of bread and jam and penny bottles of lemonade, supplemented by lemonade powder which they mixed with water from the tap in the park for extra drinks. Sometimes they went further afield. It was possible to buy a ticket known as a penny return which actually gave four rides for a penny.


They travelled to the Cast Iron Shore in the south end of the city, to the farmlands of Kirkby and Knowsley, and to Seaforth Sands in the north of Liverpool.


The red letter days of the holidays were those when their father and mother took them out for the day. Pat Fitzgerald’s small building firm only employed ten men and a boy, and occasional casual labour, but they worked to a high standard. Most of their work came from recommendation by satisfied customers, and their order book was always full. The business provided a comfortable living for Pat and his family and a good rate of pay for the men. Pat was known as a good employer. The days of paid holidays had not yet arrived for most people but he allowed his men two days off each year without loss of pay, in addition to Bank Holidays. He took three days off himself, and used two of them to take the family out during the school holidays. They always had one day at New Brighton and the other day was always to a surprise destination.


One year it was a day trip to Llandudno, when they were able to go on the tiny railway up the Great Orme, and another year they went to Chester and their father took them on the Dee in a rowing boat.


Anne had always enjoyed being hoisted on her father’s shoulders to watch for the ferryboat approaching for the New Brighton trip, and being able to see over the heads of the crowds the shipping in the river, but this year she felt that it was wrong. She was a big girl now and she refused to grip her father’s hair as she usually did, and clasped her hands round his forehead instead.


Pat noticed nothing and when the gangway came down marched on to the ferryboat with Anne still perched on his shoulders, but for her it was a milestone. It was the first time she had ever felt too old for anything, and the first time she had ever felt critical of her father. Why did he have to shout ‘You OK, baby?’ and make everyone look at her and laugh.


Anne soon forgot her unusual feelings about her father and watched wide-eyed with admiration when he went on the ‘Try your Strength’ machine in the fair. Pat took off his coat and rolled up his shirtsleeves before picking up the hammer and bringing it down with a force that sent the marker to the top of the pole.


There were murmurs of amazement from the crowd and the man in charge shouted, ‘Well done, sir. Any prize on the stall.’ Pat pushed Anne forward. ‘You pick, love,’ he said and she chose a black doll which she treasured for years.


He was determined that his children should have a good time, and bought ice cream and toffee for them and allowed them to go on all the different attractions. Later they all went to a café in Victoria Road and enjoyed a meal of fish and chips, followed by sticky cakes.


When Pat gave the children pennies to get chocolate from the Nestlé’s chocolate machine, Julia protested, ‘Pat, they’ll be sick,’ and in a lower voice, ‘and you won’t have a penny left to bless yourself with.’


‘It’s only once a year,’ he laughed, ‘and they’ve got stomachs like horses.’


When they reached home, Maureen and Tony had eaten the cold meal left for them by their mother, and were preparing to go out for the evening. Pat gave each of them half a crown. ‘You couldn’t come today and I’d have spent that on you,’ he said.


The first year at school was a happy one for Anne and she was sorry when the class moved up at the end of the year and gentle Miss Anstey was left behind.


The new teacher was more strict but she was an excellent teacher, and Anne enjoyed learning to form the letters she had been taught into words, and writing simple sentences. With a shock of pleasure she recognized some words in a book that Maureen was reading. By the time she moved into the Junior School she could read and write fluently.


In this class she was told to share a desk with a silent girl, Kathleen O’Neill, who seemed to be unwilling to speak or be friendly. She was a pretty girl, always neatly dressed, with long fair hair carefully combed into ringlets. Anne saw her walking to school every day with her mother and brother.


Kathleen was left as near as possible to the entrance gate to the school then her mother went off to deliver her brother to the entrance to the Boys’ School. Anne was always friendly and chattered away to Kathleen who would only say, ‘Mammy says I have to keep myself to myself.’ Eventually Anne stopped trying to talk to her.


Even at playtime Kathleen shunned the other girls and stood by the railing which divided the boys’ and girls’ playgrounds, holding her brother’s hand through the railing.


Anne was puzzled by Kathleen’s behaviour but it mattered little to her because so often she was far away in spirit, weaving dreams and paying no attention to what was happening around her. This caused trouble for her one day during a music lesson.


Anne sat quite still as usual, with her arms folded in the regulation manner and her mind far away, dreaming of rescuing Miss Anstey from terrible danger.


Suddenly the sound of her own name woke her from her dream. ‘Why can’t you behave like Anne Fitzgerald instead of fidgeting and talking?’ the teacher was scolding the girl who sat at the next desk. ‘She hasn’t moved or spoken once during this lesson, and you’d better follow her example. Do you hear me?’


‘Yes, Miss,’ muttered the girl, Hannah Brady. When the teacher turned back to the blackboard, Hannah put out her tongue at Anne. Her friend who sat next to her did the same and the two girls muttered together.


Suddenly the teacher swooped on them. ‘Don’t think I can’t see you just because my back’s turned,’ she said sharply. ‘You, Hannah Brady, and you, Kitty Mullen, are a bad influence on each other.’


The next moment she had tweaked Anne from her seat and thrust Hannah into it then told Anne to sit by Kitty.


‘We’ll see if you can behave if you’re separated,’ she said grimly. She returned to the blackboard and Kitty promptly pinched Anne’s leg. She as promptly pinched her back and Kitty squealed and put up her hand.


‘Miss, Anne Fitzgerald pinched me,’ she cried.


‘That’s enough,’ the teacher snapped. ‘Another word and you’ll all go to Sister Assumpta.’


‘Teacher’s pet,’ Kitty whispered to Anne when the teacher was again busy with the class. ‘We’ll get you at playtime.’


At playtime the two girls grabbed Anne and dragged her to a corner near the toilets. They pulled her hair and kicked her, and although she tried to fight back, she was no match for the two hefty girls.


The next moment Eileen appeared like an avenging angel. She grabbed both girls and shook them until their hair ribbons fell off, then she smacked their legs.


‘Don’t you ever dare to touch my sister again or I’ll kill you,’ she shouted, then gave each of them a hearty smack on the bottom as they ran away.


Eileen hugged Anne and dried her tears, then helped her to straighten her clothes and pull up her socks. Finally she spat on her handkerchief and wiped the tear stains from Anne’s face. ‘Don’t let them see they’ve hurt you,’ she said. ‘Don’t give them the satisfaction, the bullies. Tell me if they ever threaten you again.’


Anne slipped her arms round Eileen and kissed her, trying to show her gratitude to her sister.


Later when Maureen took her up to bed Anne told her of her rescue by Eileen. ‘You’re lucky,’ Maureen said, ‘I was bullied when I was at school but I had no one to stand up for me. That’s where you’re fortunate being the youngest instead of the eldest.’ And Anne could only agree.


Maureen also explained something that had puzzled Anne. ‘How could Miss Holden see what we were doing when she had her back to us?’ she asked. And Maureen explained that there was a picture hanging on the wall near the blackboard and the teacher could see the class reflected in it.


‘That’s good. I thought she might be a witch,’ Anne confessed, but Maureen only laughed and tucked her up.


A few weeks later Anne thought that she was not only lucky to be the youngest but also to be born into the Fitzgerald family. Family gatherings were sometimes held on Sunday evenings either in the Andersons’ house or the Fitzgeralds’.


Minnie and her children were invited but often Minnie came alone. Grandma Fitzgerald and Bridie and Grandma Houlihan also attended. One Sunday the gathering was held in the Fitzgerald house. Minnie had arrived with Dympna and Brendan shortly before Fred and Carrie arrived with their family. Fred pretended to fall back in surprise when he saw Minnie’s children.


‘We are honoured tonight,’ he said with a loud guffaw. ‘Are you giving the courting a miss tonight, girl?’ Dympna scowled at him and turned away but Fred was unabashed. ‘Have you turned over a new leaf, Brendan? Being the model son now.’


Minnie suddenly wailed loudly and Carrie snapped at Fred, ‘When are you going to learn to keep your big mouth shut, Fred Anderson? It’s not just a button you need on your lip, it’s a hook and eye too.’


His face grew red. ‘It was a joke, for God’s sake,’ he said. ‘Why the hell is everyone so touchy?’


Julia was trying to soothe Minnie, who was pretending to have hysterics, and Carmel became alarmed by the angry voices and began to cry loudly. Maureen picked her up and ushered Anne and Terry and the twins into the small back parlour, while Pat tried to act as peacemaker between Fred and Carrie.


Julia told Eileen to make a fresh pot of tea and Pat produced beer for Fred and himself, but Minnie continued to weep. Carrie sat down beside her. ‘I don’t know what you’re making such a fuss about, Minnie,’ she said. ‘You know Fred didn’t mean any harm. It was just a joke.’


‘Everyone picks on my two,’ Minnie whined. ‘Just because they’ve got no father to defend them.’


‘For God’s sake, Minnie,’ Carrie said in exasperation, ‘why do you always have to drag poor Francis into it? He’d have been the last man to look for trouble. He wouldn’t have taken offence at Fred’s joke and neither would anyone else.’


‘Oh, everyone’s perfect except me and mine,’ Minnie said with more tears.


‘I think enough has been said,’ Julia said firmly. ‘Here’s Eileen with fresh tea so let’s have a cup and forget all the unpleasantness.’ Maureen and Carmel followed Eileen. Carmel carried a bowl of tiny wafer biscuits known as Dinky Wafers for the children and Maureen a plateful of buttered fruit loaf which she handed to her mother.


‘Carmel’s the biscuit monitor,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Come on, love. We’ll go and see the kids in the back parlour.’


The back parlour was unfurnished and used as a playroom by the Fitzgerald children on wet days. A joiner who worked for Pat had made a few wooden toys and stools for the children to keep there, and a pile of wood blocks to be used for building. Desmond and Dominic were cheerfully pushing a cart back and forth when Maureen went in but Anne, who had been as frightened as Carmel by the sudden row, was hunched on a stool looking out of the window.


She forced a smile and took a biscuit from Carmel, but her face was pale and Maureen crouched down beside her and put her arm round her.


‘Don’t worry, love,’ Maureen whispered. ‘Everything’s all right now. It was only a storm in a teacup.’


‘But why, Mo? Why was everyone shouting?’ Anne asked.


‘It was over nothing,’ Maureen said, putting her finger to her lips and looking warningly at Carmel and the twins. Terry was sitting in a corner reading a comic and when Maureen asked: ‘Do you want to stay here, boys, or come in the other room?’ the three said in unison, ‘Stay here.’


‘Right,’ Maureen said. She took the bowl of biscuits from Carmel and put three equal piles on the shelf. ‘Come in to me if you want a drink.’ She gave Anne a quick kiss and took her and Carmel back to the parlour. More visitors had arrived including Grandma Fitzgerald and Bridie, and all was now peace and harmony.


Anne was still troubled about the row and the following day spoke to Maureen about it again. ‘Why do the Andersons fight, Mo? They’re all so nice and yet they fight with each other. We don’t fight like that, do we?’


‘They’re just more lively,’ Maureen said soothingly. ‘Aunt Carrie is a bit excitable and so they’re all the same. In our house, Mum is very quiet and calm and she sets the pattern for us. It’s nothing to worry about. The Andersons understand each other and they know they don’t mean the things they say when they are in a temper.’


Anne smiled at her. She was not absolutely sure that she understood what Maureen meant, but she trusted her sister and if Maureen said it was all right, it must be so.


Anne never worried about anything for long. There was always so much to do, and so much to see in the busy streets: the pavement artists who drew wonderful pictures in chalk and the street singers and buskers who entertained the queues outside the theatres and cinemas; the escapologist who stood on his head in a bucket; and the many hawkers. There was the man who sold salt from a handcart filled with large blocks, another who rode a bicycle with a grindstone attached to sharpen knives, and the Mary Ellens who walked with stately tread through the streets with baskets of fish or flowers balanced on their heads and their linsey petticoats swinging about their ankles.


Even on Sundays women cried their wares in the back entries. Lightcakes and muffins, shrimps and cockles, and a woman with a particularly piercing voice who screeched ‘Kewins, luverly kewins’ every Sunday.


Even more interesting to Anne were the ragmen who would give a balloon or a small toy for a few rags or jamjars, and the merry-go-round pulled by an ancient horse on which children could have a ride for a halfpenny or two jamjars. The fact that it was so rickety made the ride even more exciting.


But best of all was the Pier Head, with the Mersey full of shipping and the seamen of many colours and nationalities who could be seen near the docks.


The Lascars went immediately to Paddy’s Market when they came ashore and could be seen walking in single file with two or three hats on top of each other on their heads, and their arms full of unmatched shoes and other oddments.


Tony told her that the men walked in single file because they were used to walking on narrow paths through the jungle, and Anne thought this must be true. Many of them were marked with tribal scars and they were all pitifully thin.


As well as the rich life of the streets there was always something interesting nearer home. There were few children in Magdalen Street, but Anne enjoyed visiting her older neighbours. The Misses Dolan, two maiden ladies, lived next-door, and had a noisy parrot brought home by a seafaring brother, now dead. Nothing could cure the bird of using the bad language learnt on ship, and Anne was always delighted to be greeted by a squawk of: ‘What the hell’s that?’ as she walked in. She also visited another neighbour, Billy Bolten, an old man with a wooden leg. He had sailed the seven seas, but now lived in a rented room a few doors away.


His room was full of curios and he allowed Anne to dust them and told her tales about them. There was a long boat with eight rowers all carved from black wood, with even the tiny faces of the rowers etched to show the strain and effort as they rowed, and an elephant of the same wood with brilliantly coloured trappings correct in every detail.


At home every day was interesting too, with Maureen and Tony talking of what happened at work and frequent visits from relations. Anne heard far more gossip than she was intended to hear as she sat unnoticed on a stool or in a corner of the sofa.


One day she was sitting on a stool trying to use a wool bobbin known as a Knitting Nancy while her mother and her Aunt Carrie sipped tea and talked. Aunt Carrie was talking again about Shaun and Theresa’s quarrels and Anne was paying little attention until she heard her mother mention Patrick.


‘Losing him was a terrible grief to us, Carrie,’ she said. ‘But sometimes I think it has drawn the family closer together.’


‘But there’s only Maureen remembers him and she was only a baby herself, really. Only three years old,’ Carrie said.


‘Yes, but we talk about him, and Pat always mentions him in the nightly prayers. We don’t want to make the mistake we made with Maureen.’


Carrie sighed. ‘If only I hadn’t been bedfast with the sciatica at the time, I’d never have let Minnie clear all trace of the child away while you and Pat were out of your minds with grief.’


‘She did it with good intentions,’ Julia said. ‘Leaving nothing that could remind us. But sure how could we ever forget him? And Maureen, poor child. It was years before I realised she was blaming herself. She screamed when we sent her to Ma when Patrick took ill, and when she came back he’d disappeared and so had all his toys and clothes. She thought it was because she’d been naughty and she was afraid to ask.’


‘How can you fathom the mind of a child?’ Carrie said. ‘But at least you found out and put it right in time.’


‘Yes, and we talk about Patrick and have his photograph on the dresser. I don’t want him to be forgotten. Anne made him her little imaginary friend before she went to school, but she has plenty of real friends to play with now.’


They looked fondly at Anne as she sat with her head bent and her tongue caught between her teeth in concentration, pulling the wool through the bobbin.


‘Happy Annie, Fred calls her,’ Carrie said. ‘He never spoke a truer word.’




Chapter Four


When Joe left school in 1927 at the age of fourteen job prospects were bleak. There was no hope of an apprenticeship for him, and his father was unable to take him into the business.


‘I know I always said I didn’t want any of you lads to go into the building trade, but I’d take you on now for the sake of a job for you if things weren’t so bad.’


‘I know, Dad,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I’ll get something. I’m trying everywhere.’


‘I think it’s just a bad patch,’ his father said. ‘But I’ve only managed to keep all the lads on because they’ve taken a cut in wages. It was Billy Joyce who suggested it and his lad’s our can lad. I can’t sack him and take you in his place.’


‘I wouldn’t want you to sack Freddie,’ Joe said. ‘I’ll get something, Dad.’


Eventually, after much searching, he managed to secure a job in a men’s outfitters as an assistant. The hours were long and the pay poor but at least it was a job, Joe felt, and he was relieved to find it.


In the late summer of 1927 Grandma Houlihan fell downstairs and broke her leg. She lived alone and had no one to look after her, and when she confessed that the fall was caused by a dizzy spell which she was subject to, it was decided that it would be wise for her to give up her house and live with Carrie and Fred.


For many years Pat and Fred had each put aside a small weekly sum to be divided between Grandma Houlihan and Minnie to supplement their meagre pensions, and Pat also helped his own mother and sister.


He and Julia decided that these obligations must be met even though they were having to economise because of the difficult times. When Julia’s mother went to live with Carrie and Fred, Pat offered his brother-in-law the weekly amount but Fred brushed the offer aside.


‘No, Pat,’ he said. ‘I’m saving what I used to give towards her rent and you know yourself, what’s one extra mouth in a big family? Especially when Grandma’s on black tea and dry bread half the time.’ He laughed loudly.


Julia and Pat were visiting the Andersons at the time and both protested but Fred and Carrie were adamant.


‘If Dympna and Brendan shaped themselves, you wouldn’t need to pay Minnie’s rent either,’ Carrie said. ‘Most of what Dympna earns goes on her back – not that it makes her look any better. She’s such an awkward lump of a girl. And God knows what Brendan gets up to with his money.’


Fred looked at Pat and jerked his head towards the door and they went out to the shed.


‘Is Ma settling in all right?’ Julia asked Carrie.


‘She is,’ said her sister. ‘Of course, she’ll be bedbound for a few weeks yet, but she’s happy enough with her statues and holy pictures around her. She bears her pain very bravely.’


‘It won’t be easy for you, Carrie,’ Julia said. ‘We’ll take a turn if it gets too much for you, or even if it doesn’t.’


‘Ma’s no trouble at all,’ Carrie said. ‘It’s only the fasting days that worry me. I’ve told her that it’s not expected of her and she needs to build up her strength, but she’s determined to fast on Tuesdays and Thursdays and sometimes an extra day too.’


‘If it’s what she wants – and it hasn’t done her any harm, when you think of the hard life she’s had and she’s with us still, thank God,’ said Julia.


‘Yes, but imagine how I feel when we’re sitting down to a good dinner and I take a cup of black tea and a slice of dry bread up to her.’


‘But you know she’d rather belong to the Third Order and take dry bread than eat a hearty dinner. At least she’s upstairs in her room and not sitting there while you’re eating,’ Julia consoled her sister. ‘It’ll be a while yet before she can come downstairs.’


‘I see Anne’s going to be a Maid of Honour in the May procession,’ Carrie said. ‘Ma will be made up to hear that. I didn’t tell her. I thought I’d leave that to you. Do you want to go up now and I’ll bring a tray up in a minute?’


‘Is it dry bread and black tea today?’ Julia asked with a smile.


‘No. You’re all right. It’s an eating day today,’ Carrie smiled in return.


Julia found her mother propped up in bed with her leg supported and the room full of statues and pictures brought from her old home. She seemed quite resigned to the move and told Julia that Carrie and Fred had done all they could to make her comfortable.


Carrie had brought up a tray with tea and cake, and Julia told her mother that Anne had been selected to be a Maid of Honour in the May procession.


‘That’s grand. It shows she’s a good well-behaved girl to be chosen for such an honour.’


‘It’s a pity you’ll miss the procession, Ma,’ Julia said. ‘But the children will come to see you and tell you all about it.’


‘And Joe has a job, I hear. I wish he’d gone for the priesthood,’ Grandma sighed. ‘Sure he has all the makings of a priest, serving Mass and singing in the choir the way he has all these years.’


‘Joe has no vocation for the priesthood, Ma,’ Julia said. ‘It was just chance about the serving. Maureen had to give up coming to the six o’clock Mass with me in the morning because of her job so Joe came with me because he was an early riser too. Father Cooksey noticed him and put him on the waiting list for the servers, and as for the choir – it was just a couple of them were picked out in school for it.’


‘I never reared a lad I could offer to God but I hoped I’d have a grandson a priest,’ Mrs Houlihan said. ‘Still, if none of them has a vocation it must be the will of God.’


They chatted for a while and when there was a noise downstairs Julia rose to her feet. ‘I’ll have to be going, Ma,’ she said, but the next moment Pat and Fred came into the room.


Pat greeted his mother-in-law and Fred said to Carrie, ‘Have you had a good gossip?’


‘Yes. Have you?’ she said swiftly.


‘Men don’t gossip,’ Fred said. ‘We talk.’


‘And so do we, don’t we, Julia?’ Carrie said. Fred laughed heartily and put his hand on her shoulder.


‘We’ve got a right suffragette here, Ma,’ he said. ‘She’ll be chaining herself to the railings next.’


Before Carrie could speak Julia said quickly, ‘Goodbye then, Ma. The children will be round to see you. Come on, Pat.’ She led the way from the room followed by Pat and Fred, and Carrie fixed her mother’s pillows before following them.


‘You won’t mind the children popping in?’ Julia asked her sister when she came downstairs.


‘No, of course not. I’ll be glad to see them. They’ll keep Ma’s mind off the pain.’


Later, as Julia and Pat walked home, she said quietly, ‘Our Carrie has a heart of gold and so has Fred, but I’m always waiting for an explosion when they’re together.’


‘Aye, Fred’s not very tactful,’ Pat agreed. ‘But he’s a good fellow. And Carrie’s very kind too. Your ma seems happy enough with them anyway.’


They walked in silence for a while then Pat said forcefully, ‘I think Carrie was right about Brendan. Fred said he’d heard that the boy was hanging round billiard halls, very flush with money and dressed to the nines. Fred collared him and tried to talk sense into him, but he said he was wasting his time. That lad’s as slippery as an eel.’


‘But how can he be flush with money? Where does he get it from?’ said Julia.


‘That’s what Fred wanted to know but he was no wiser when he’d talked to Brendan. I think that lad’s got funny friends.’


‘Well, Minnie can’t see any of the money because she’s still crying poverty,’ Julia said.


‘I know. I don’t begrudge the bit we give her, Julia, but it makes me mad that that lad’s throwing money around and leaving his mother short when it’s such a bad time for us.’


‘Are things no better, Pat?’


‘No sign of them getting better, girl,’ he said heavily. ‘There’s just no money about at all. I’m just hanging on be the skin of me teeth.’


‘But you’re hanging on, that’s the main thing,’ she comforted him. ‘God’s good. Something will turn up.’


‘When I think of the order book I had,’ he groaned. ‘Now the lads are nearly at the end of a job before I get another one on the book, and then I’ve nearly got to cut someone’s throat to get it.’


‘But you always manage another order,’ Julia said. ‘Times are bad for everyone but we’re keeping our heads above water and the children are happy, thank God.’


‘It’s a good thing we’ve got three of them working anyway,’ Pat said, and Julia agreed.


‘We had the good years when we needed them,’ she said. ‘When all the children were small.’


Julia and Pat concealed their worries from the family as far as possible, and he managed to keep the business going.


When Stephen left school in 1929 it was almost impossible to find a job, but he had a stroke of luck. One of the teachers at his school heard of a place in a small factory and recommended him for it. He would be a general ‘dogsbody’ for the first two years but if he worked hard and proved suitable would be apprenticed at sixteen. He seized the chance eagerly.


Joe was still working in the men’s outfitters, but wondering how much longer he could stand the job. He hated having to accept the rudeness and arrogance of some of the customers and the bullying of the manager.


Uriah Heep, Joe thought scornfully as he watched the manager fawning on customers, bending low and rubbing his hands together, but dared not let his feelings show. ‘The customer is always right,’ the manager told him and Joe had to agree or lose his job. He knew there were no others to be had.


He was friendly with a boy who had been at school with him who now went to sea as a cabin boy. All Ben’s family were seafarers and Joe enjoyed listening to their tales and often repeated them at home. Ben was home from a trip in the summer of 1929 and Joe spent most of his spare time in his friend’s company.


All the family knew how unhappy Joe was in his job, and no one was surprised when he asked his father if he could leave it and go to sea. Pat agreed, but warned Joe that he might find the life very hard.


‘I don’t care, Dad,’ he said. ‘I don’t care how hard I have to work. Anything’s better than creeping round in that shop.’


Julia was tearful but Pat told her it was better for Joe. ‘He hates that shop, Julie, you know that, and this is a good chance for him.’


‘I know,’ she wept. ‘I’ve expected this ever since he got so friendly with Ben. The sea’s in that family’s blood though and our Joe mightn’t like it. I don’t want him to go away from home, Pat.’


‘He doesn’t want to leave home, girl, but there’s nothing for him here. Perhaps in a little while things will pick up and he’ll find something in Liverpool. Don’t let him see you crying.’


The family tried to hide their distress when Joe left but Anne wept bitterly when he had gone. It was hard for her to understand that he was going because there was no work to be had in Liverpool.


The years of her childhood were desperate ones for the country and there was great hardship in Liverpool, but immersed in her own small concerns Anne was unaware of this and perfectly happy.


Since babyhood she had seen groups of ragged out-of-work young men on street corners, passing a solitary cigarette from hand to hand or filling their empty hopeless days by playing marbles on waste ground. She was used to seeing gaunt shabby women and hungry barefoot children and was unaware that their number had increased, and destitution and misery stalked her native city.


In the school the classes were divided into A, B, and C streams, and the poorer and the more ill-nourished children were mainly in the C class. Anne in the A class was surrounded by girls who were reasonably well fed and poorly but neatly dressed.


As Anne moved up the school she still shared a desk with Kathleen O’Neill who remained an enigma. Anne’s attempts to become friendly with her still received the same reply: ‘Mammy says I mustn’t speak to people. I must keep myself to myself.’ Kathleen worked hard and received good marks, but she never put up her hand to answer a question that was put to the class, although if directly asked she could always answer correctly.


Cormac O’Neill was now in the Senior Boys and a different playground, but Kathleen still made no attempt to play with other girls. She stood alone watching them. Occasionally a teacher on playground duty would notice her and make her join a group, but she always left it as soon as possible.


Eileen was scornful when Anne spoke about Kathleen. ‘It’s a pity about her and her old mammy and sissy brother,’ she said. ‘Nine years old, and her brother’s older, but Mammy still brings them to school and meets them at dinnertime. Then brings them back and meets them again at four o’clock. They’re pathetic.’ Anne was sure that Eileen was right but she still felt sorry for her strange deskmate.


Anne was still happy at school although on one occasion she staged a small rebellion. She was in the Junior Girls by that time and the class had been told that they must forfeit their swimming lesson because some of the girls had been fighting in the school playground.


The rest of the class meekly accepted the punishment but Anne stood up and protested. ‘That’s not fair,’ she said. ‘The rest of us weren’t fighting so why should we have to give up our swimming?’


The class, less malleable now than when they were infants, showed signs of supporting Anne and the teacher acted swiftly. ‘Anne Fitzgerald, how dare you speak to your teacher like that?’


She snatched up the strap which lay on her desk. ‘Come out here and hold out your hands.’ She struck twice on each hand with the heavy strap, and Anne went back to her desk struggling to keep the tears in her eyes from falling.


No one else spoke and the lesson was resumed but Anne was surprised to feel a nudge from Kathleen O’Neill. She blinked away her tears and looked at Kathleen, then realised that her deskmate was holding out a piece of chocolate under cover of the desk.


Anne smiled at her and as soon as she thought they were unobserved, whispered her thanks.


‘You were right,’ Kathleen whispered, ‘and she knows it.’ The teacher looked over at them and there was no opportunity to say more. At four o’clock Anne was called to the teacher’s desk and given a note to take home, and when she came out of school Kathleen was walking away with her mother.


Anne was more worried about the note for her parents than the pain in her hands, and gave it to her mother timidly without saying anything about the incident. Her mother read the note and put it on the mantelpiece.


‘If you’re impudent to your teacher, Anne, you must expect to be punished,’ she said.


Anne’s father said the same and told her that she must tell her teacher she was sorry. ‘You’re the first one in the family to bring a note like that home,’ he said sternly.


Anne hung her head and wept. She had always been so loved and petted by her father that she was disproportionately upset by his disapproval.


Uncle Fred called later when Pat had gone to see one of his workmen, and he took a different view. ‘A storm in a teacup,’ he said breezily. ‘We’re forever getting notes like this about the twins.’


He crouched down before Anne. ‘What a sad little face,’ he said. He took a penny from his pocket. ‘Here, love, buy some sweeties.’ When Julia protested he said, ‘Nonsense, Julia. It’s a crime to upset a child like that and all over nothing.’


Anne’s brothers and sisters agreed with Fred. Maureen was horrified when she saw Anne’s hands and spread ointment on them and wrapped them in pieces of old sheeting.


Tony was furious. ‘Why do parents always think the teacher’s right?’ he said angrily. ‘That damn’ woman knew she’d gone too far, that’s why she sent that note – to cover herself in case Mum complained. The bitch!’


They asked Anne what had actually happened and Tony told her that she had been quite right to protest. ‘It wasn’t fair to punish the whole class like that, and I’m glad you had the courage to say so,’ he said, but Maureen looked at him warningly.


‘But you mustn’t stand up and say so in front of the whole class, love,’ she said. ‘Just say it to her quietly at her desk, then she can’t say you’re being cheeky.’


Tony was about to protest but he looked at Maureen and smiled, acknowledging her calm good sense.


Anne was given a note by her mother to take to the teacher the following day, and Miss Derby read it and smiled at her. ‘Very well, we’ll say no more about it,’ she said graciously. ‘It was quite out of character for you, Anne.’


She went quietly to her desk, thinking cynically that Tony was right. The teacher had looked relieved.


The incident seemed to bring Kathleen out of her shell a little and now she sometimes walked about with Anne in the playground. She still refused to join in any of the boisterous games played by the other girls, saying that her mother would be vexed if her clothes got dirty. Anne suspected she was afraid to show any sign that she played with others, disobeying her mother’s orders, but said nothing to Kathleen.


Girls who lived near her had told Anne that she never played out after school and neither did her brother. They went out with their mother but the three O’Neills were never seen apart.


Gradually Kathleen became more and more friendly with Anne during school hours and listened wistfully when her friend talked about her family. She told Anne that her mother had told her that she and Cormac had Royal blood and were descended from the Kings of Ireland.


She knew a great deal about Irish history and told Anne that her mother read aloud stories about Queen Maeve and Deidre of the Sorrows and of the great Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. ‘He was a brave man but he was defeated at the Battle of Kinsale and driven from Ireland,’ Kathleen said. ‘That’s why we live in England now.’


Anne thought it was all very romantic, and felt rather ashamed of her own humdrum family, but Kathleen told her that the Fitzgeralds were also noble Irish. ‘Norman Irish,’ she corrected herself. ‘They were very powerful, and at the beginning of the sixteenth century they were known as the House of Kildare.’ Anne was very pleased to hear it.


Although so friendly during school hours, Kathleen was still met at the gates by her mother and never dared to show any sign of friendship with Anne before her.


Anne told Maureen about Kathleen, and her sister advised her to be friendly with Kathleen but not to speak to her while her mother was there. ‘You might get her into trouble,’ she said.


‘Why, what’s wrong with me?’ Anne asked indignantly, but Maureen said that Mrs O’Neill had strange ideas.


‘I know,’ Anne said. ‘She says they have Royal blood and are descended from the Kings of Ireland, but it doesn’t mean they can’t make friends, does it?’


‘It does as far as Mrs O’Neill is concerned,’ Maureen said. ‘One of her neighbours comes in the wool shop and she says Mrs O’Neill won’t let the children mix at all. She calls them her King and her Queen, and they only go out when they go out with her. Mind you, she’s a good mother. She works her fingers to the bone so that they go short of nothing, Mrs Williams said.’
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