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To Peggy, for being there through all my lives




They hang us now in Shrewsbury jail: The whistles blow forlorn, And trains all night groan on the rail To men that die at morn.

 
There sleeps in Shrewsbury jail to-night, Or wakes, as may betide, A better lad, if things went right, Than most that sleep outside.

 
A.E. HOUSMAN, ‘A Shropshire Lad’




Introduction

As a youngster of about thirteen I toyed with the idea of being a writer. I didn’t know the name of a single famous author, but I loved reading spy stories and stuff about the supernatural by Denis Wheatley. Becoming a writer was unheard of for someone with my background. Even reading was a dangerous pastime. Get caught with a book and my brother Albert was likely to clip me round the ear and say, ‘Who have we got here then? Bloody Einstein!’

Operating in secret, I used to write bits of poetry and short stories. I couldn’t risk showing anyone so instead I ripped them up in case anyone found them and started taking the piss.

One day I wrote a story called ‘Mulberry Mansions’. I must have been about sixteen by then. I took it over to Lenny Johnson’s house because he had sisters who could type.

Brenda Johnson took the story from me and came round to the house the next day with it neatly typed and double spaced.

‘This story,’ she said. ‘You haven’t got the rest of it, have you? I want to know what happens.’

I was made up, but I still didn’t finish it. By then I had started playing the banjo and chasing after girls who did more than just type.

It took me another fifteen years before I wrote seriously again. By then I was in prison scribbling a diary on toilet paper that I smuggled out to my solicitor’s office. Writing was like a safety valve and a way of passing the long hours in solitary.

This time it is different again. They say you should never use an autobiography to settle old scores. Why not? A lot of lies have been written about me in the newspapers and it hurts. It doesn’t hurt as much now that my Mam has died, but I still want to make amends.

I know that I’m going to get stick over this book, but there you go. It can’t be helped. And some readers might think I’m a terrible liar when they read what follows, but everything I’ve written here is true. Enough lies have been told about me, without me adding to them.

I don’t care how badly I come out of these pages. I have done things in my life that I’m not proud of. I have made mistakes and said things I wish I could take back. I have fallen out with people who didn’t deserve it and lost touch with others I would desperately like to find.

At the same time, I have to make one concession. I don’t think it’s fair if I hurt people who have done nothing wrong. Why should I reveal their secrets or private moments? I guess I’m thinking in particular of all the wonderful women that I’ve known. Most of them are now mums and grandmums and I don’t want to embarrass them. That’s why I’ve decided to change a few names to protect the innocent.

So where do I start? With a bit of the present and a bit of the past because the thread between them is thinner than a prison blanket.




1

You’ll Never Walk Alone

Monday 14 May 2002

 
I can’t find my black shoes. A man can’t go to a funeral without black shoes. I mean, what else are they for? Weddings, christenings, film premieres and funerals - that’s about the sum total. Maybe Rita knows where they are.


She has gone to the dry cleaners to pick up my suit. I hope I fit into the bloody trousers. For months she’s been badgering me about losing weight - a few less bacon butties and pints of Sainsbury’s Mild. That’s why there isn’t a biscuit in the place unless you count those rice crackers that taste like cardboard.

The funeral is at one o’clock. I know I’m going to cry. I always do. Ever since I was a boy and right into adulthood I have been a sucker for winning goals in Cup matches, underdogs winning Olympic medals and triumphs over adversity.

I’ll never forget that 400-metre semi-final at the Barcelona Games when Derek Redmond collapsed on the track with a torn hamstring. He kept getting to his feet and hobbling down the track when everyone else had finished. Then this old guy jumps the fence, pushes aside security guards and goes to help him. It was his Dad. How could anyone not be moved?

Englishmen aren’t supposed to have any emotion. Italians and the Spanish ooze it, but we’re supposed to have this stiff upper lip and keep everything under control. My arse!

Mam always hated me swearing. Then again, if a grown man can’t shed a few tears over his mother dying there is something wrong with the world. Mam deserves buckets of them. Let them fill the Mersey and the Irish Sea.

I still can’t quite believe that she’s gone. For eighty-six years she seemed indestructible; like one of the mythical Liver Birds perched high above the river, Mam watched over our family and kept us together.

Last Christmas she sat in this very chair, looking out over the water, watching me feed the swans from the balcony. We have seven of them now, including five little ’uns, along with two cormorants and some Canada geese. Listen to me. I sound like David bloody Attenborough.

Not that long ago, the Mersey was so polluted that you didn’t see many birds unless they were covered in oil. And nobody went fishing for anything you could eat. A lot about Liverpool has come back to life in the last ten years, but it still carries the scars.


Margaret Thatcher was far more successful than the Luftwaffe at destroying this place - closing down the docks, shutting up factories, hammering the working classes. A generation of Scousers will dance on her grave one day. Mam won’t be there, but hopefully I will.


Rita cooked a lovely Christmas dinner. Mam sat at one end of the table wearing a Christmas hat with a small glass of wine in front of her.

‘Do you want another roast potato, Peg?’

‘Just a small one.’

‘How about some more parsnips and sprouts?’

‘Just a spoonful.’

She finished up with a pile of food on her plate that Red Rum couldn’t have jumped over. It made me laugh.

Every time she went to get up I panicked. I was frightened of her slipping on the runners in the hall with her walking stick.

‘Take it easy. I’m not going to break,’ she told me, when I held her too tightly.

After dinner she sat back in my armchair and watched the sun going down on the water. At about nine o’clock she was nodding off with a cup of tea on the table beside her, alongside a little bit of Christmas cake.

‘C’mon, Mam, time for bed.’

She went reluctantly. She wanted to make the day last because she didn’t know how many more Christmases she’d see. She shuffled into the back bedroom and got herself ready for bed before calling Rita to come and tuck her in. She loved having a fuss made over her. And why not? She made a fuss over me for long enough.

I’ll tell you the saddest moment for me. We were watching the TV news together and there was a story about a ninety-six-year-old woman who was battered about the head by thieves, who broke in and stole her pension.

Mam turned to me and said, ‘Rick, I am so glad I’m going out of this world and not coming into it.’

She meant it. The world had changed. Until a few years ago I had never heard of a pensioner getting attacked or of ‘no go’ areas where emergency services wouldn’t answer calls because of fears for their safety. Mam survived a terrible war and spent thirty years a widow, but she still wouldn’t swap any of those years for the present. It’s enough to make you weep.

 
Adolf Hitler did his best to overshadow my arrival. There I was, snug and cosy, with nothing better to do than head-butt Mam’s bladder five times a night, when he decided to invade Poland. It’s amazing what some people will do to compensate for having only one ball.

Peggy Tomlinson was nine months pregnant when she was evacuated from Liverpool in case of bombing. A lot of kids were sent away in the early days of the war, billeted on farms or with relatives who lived in the country. Mam left behind my brother, Albert, aged two, and my Dad who had a priority job as a baker and couldn’t go with her.

I was born at a place called Burleigh House in Bispham, Blackpool, on 26 September 1939 (war had been declared on 3 September). I’ve always pictured it as one of those rambling seaside boarding houses with a rose garden and deckchairs on the lawn. It was only forty miles by train from Liverpool, yet it was another twenty years before I travelled that far again.

I was a big lump - nine and a half pounds, with blond, very curly hair that was so fine people used to think I was bald. Mam had me christened Eric, but only a handful of people have ever called me that. To everyone else I was Rick.

Mam stayed in Blackpool for three days before she packed her things, ignored the warnings, and went back to Liverpool.

‘We’re all in this together,’ she told Dad, as she criss-crossed the windows with sticky tape and dyed flour sacks to make blackout curtains.

Despite my size at birth, I proved to be a sickly little bastard, going back and forth to hospital for ‘failing to thrive’. Mam used to come four times a day to feed me, trudging through the snow to Belmont Road Hospital, half a mile away.

‘Sometimes mine were the only footsteps in the snow,’ she said later.

Eventually, they discovered that I had asthma - a disease as baffling to the experts then as it is today. Hot days were the worst, when there seemed to be no air. I fought for every breath, dragging it into my lungs in wheezing gulps. Wide-eyed with fear, I felt as though I was slowly suffocating.

One of my earliest memories - I must have been about four or five - is of Mam lying next to me, whispering, ‘Just take it easy. Breathe in. Deep breaths. Relax.’

She would put a cool flannel on my forehead and stay with me until the panic had gone.

The doctors gave me exercises to develop my lungs. Dad would put a blanket over our little square dining table and put a table-tennis ball in the centre.

‘Come on, Rick, blow the ball off the table,’ he’d say, handing me a drinking straw. I did this for an hour every day, while other kids were outside playing.

Of a Saturday Mam would give me an old-fashioned penny and send me to Hughes’s Chemist in Heyworth Street to get weighed. The pharmacist wrote down my weight on a piece of paper. For a while they talked about sending me away to a convalescent home ‘over the water’ in the Wirral, where the air was less polluted, but clean air is no substitute for a family. In the end I stayed put, growing up at 37 Lance Street - a two-up-two-down about three-quarters of a mile from Liverpool’s football ground in a working-class area of Everton full of terraces with back entries and outside lavatories.

Mam and Dad had the front bedroom overlooking the street, while  Albert and me shared a double bed in the back room. Our David came along eighteen months later and Ronny didn’t arrive until 1948 when I was almost nine.

Downstairs, at the back of the house, was a kitchen with a black fire-grate in the corner, a sink, a cooker, a dining table and four chairs. This was the heart of the house - where we ate our meals, settled our arguments and learned the sort of lessons that all parents teach their children.

The front room was known as the parlour or ‘the best room’ with a three-piece suite, a sideboard and radiogram. Mam had hung nice net curtains on the windows and Dad put good lino on the floor. None of us were allowed to play in there. It was reserved for visitors and special occasions like Christmas.

The toilet was outside in the small rear yard, which meant a trek by candlelight at night and ripping off squares of the Liverpool Echo to wipe your arse. None of us had ever seen proper toilet paper.

Once a week on Saturday night, the ‘bungalow bath’ was taken off the wall outside and placed in front of the fire. Albert got to go first, being the eldest, and then we each took turns.

I dreaded bath night because I hated water and cleaning behind my ears. Mam scrubbed us with Derback soap, which killed anything in our hair, and then threw a big towel around us to stop us shivering. Kneeling behind us in front of the fire, with a newspaper on her knee, she combed our hair for nits with a horrible metal-toothed comb that left tramlines in your scalp.

‘Ow! Mam. No, ye hurtin’.’

‘Ah’m not havin’ people talk about me.’

A letter from the nit nurse was the cause of great shame.

 
My Dad, Albert Edward Tomlinson, looked a bit like George Raft, the big Hollywood star of the thirties. Slightly built, with dark eyes and black hair slicked back with a comb, he was a snappy dresser and a good dancer when given the opportunity - which was rarely.

For twenty-seven years (from the age of fourteen) he worked nights as a baker. This would have been enough to put paid to many marriages, but I guess that’s a testament to how much they meant to each other.

‘Don’t make a noise, your Dad’s in bed,’ Mam would warn us during the day. And then at about seven each evening, she’d say, ‘Give your Dad a shout. It’s time for his tea.’

He woke and I watched him strip down to his old-fashioned white vest. He had a wash in a basin of cold water and put on his work clothes. I remember being shocked when I caught him with his teeth out. I had no idea.

Downstairs Mam had set a plate of chips and an egg on the table, alongside a copy of the Liverpool Echo. We lads hovered around him like gulls, scavenging chips. Mam used to scold him for feeding us, but my Dad ate virtually nothing. He seemed to survive on tea and toast or the cheese and crackers that Mam saved for him special.

‘I’m goin’ in a minute, Peg,’ he’d say.

‘Got time for another cup of tea?’ she’d ask.

‘Just a half a cup, thanks.’

This would crack me up. ‘Which half do you want, Dad, the top or the bottom?’ I’d say.

If the tea was too hot and he was running late, he poured it into his saucer and slurped it up. Mam went bonkers. She liked to think we were a bit better than that.

I know they loved each other. You could see it in dozens of little ways. ‘Get out of your father’s chair,’ she’d say, when he was due downstairs. And when he left for work, she’d put a scarf on him and tuck it into his jacket. That was the closest they ever came to a public display of affection, apart from the Christmas I saw him kiss her on the cheek.

I loved my Dad. I loved him when I didn’t even know what the word meant. I used to get excited waiting for him to come home. I would see him coming or I’d hear the latch lift on the back door. Then I’d bury my head under his arm which smelled of flour and warm bread.

Dad worked at a little bakery on Heyworth Street called Kelly’s. He was a hand-baker not a machinist - a skilled craftsman. The ovens were in the cellar and it was hotter than hell down there and the air was always thick with flour.

Some people gave Dad some stick because he wasn’t away fighting - the white feather and all that. This hurt him because he would have  gone if he’d been allowed. Bakers were considered essential workers and he had to supply the local hospitals and schools. When the air raid sirens sounded everyone else could scurry for the shelters, but Dad had to keep baking. A bombed city would still need bread in the morning.

The sirens seemed to go off constantly and there were shelters built in almost every street. These consisted of four walls with a nine-inch slab of concrete on the top and doors at either end. Bunks ran down either side but nobody ever slept.

There were half a dozen shelters in Lance Street. When Mam was heavily pregnant with David it was hard for her to get all of us out of bed and into the shelter. The sirens would sound and Albert had to make his own way down the stairs in the pitch black, while Mam held tightly on to my hand. She came down the stairs on her bum one step at a time. If the bombers were already overhead, she panicked and bundled us under the stairs, lying on top of us.

I remember Mr Hart, who lived over the road, coming to get us. He was registered blind, which meant he had less trouble getting around in the dark. Mam held me, while Albert kept hold of her dress as Mr Hart led us to safety.

After David was born it became even more difficult. Some nights Mam was too exhausted to care. She gathered us into bed, wrapping us in her arms, saying, ‘If we go, we’ll all go together.’ We lay under the blankets, listening to the explosions and the bells of the fire engines.

I was too young to realise the danger we were in or to understand death or war. Our soldiers were glamorous in their uniforms, while the Germans made good villains. We were always playing war games in the streets, mowing down the Nazis with our wooden tommy guns and souveniring shrapnel from the bomb sites.

The local coppers would often drop by the bakery of an evening for a pot of tea and a fresh barm cake (bap). Policemen in those days still walked the beat and kept young troublemakers in line with a good clip around the ear and ‘on yer way’. The Panda cars changed all that. The police lost their presence on the streets and a lot of the community respect they enjoyed.

Two policemen arrived at the bakery one night and told Dad that Lance Street had gone up. He was off in a flash. It was only six hundred  yards to home, but they were the longest yards of his life. As he came down Heyworth Street he saw the smoke and flames. He didn’t know whether it was our house. He knew it was close.

A house diagonally behind us and two down had taken a direct hit. The flames were bigger than any bonfire. Dad found us huddled under the stairs and took us to the shelter.

Whole blocks were flattened where Granny Tomlinson lived in Robsart Street. Her parlour house became a makeshift morgue as she helped wash down the bodies and get them ready for burial. This wasn’t her job, but circumstances alter cases, particularly in wartime.

Nobody called Gran by her married name. She was forever known as Fanny Hunter and was the sort of character that Charles Dickens might have created. She was the family matriarch and such was the power of her personality that my father was more often called Albie Hunter than Albie Tomlinson.

Fanny was small and stocky, with her hair pulled back from her face. I never saw it hanging out or looking glamorous. Everyone deferred to her, even our family GP, Dr McCabe, who sought her advice on various ailments involving children. The moment she walked in his surgery he pulled a bottle of whisky from his bottom drawer and poured her a shot.

‘What do you think of this one, Fanny?’ he’d ask, describing the symptoms.

I was in awe of my grandmother. We used to visit her every Sunday and her house was always full of people. She had a sister living next door and various daughters and sons-in-law, along with their offspring, lived in the adjoining houses. Fanny fed them all on a single gas ring and a big black fire-grate, where a large kettle steamed and potatoes cooked at the side. She also went to the washhouse two or three times a day with a bundle of dirty clothes and sheets on her head. Afterwards she did the ironing with an old flat iron heated on the gas ring.

Times were tough and often families struggled to put food on the table. Fanny would pawn Grandad Tomo’s suit for a few shillings and lend the money to the wives to buy bread, potatoes and milk. She didn’t charge anyone interest. Come Friday, when the loans had been  repaid, she got the suit back so Grandad Tomo could wear it on Sunday.

My father was the first grandson in more than a generation and he was spoilt rotten by aunts, great aunts and female cousins. They bought him brown and white patent leather shoes and little jackets with matching hats. My Uncle Ritchie came along later, which probably saved Dad from being completely ruined.

(Uncle Ritchie fought in the war as a Chindit - one of the so-called ‘Forgotten Army’ who fought deep behind enemy lines in the jungles of Burma. The Ministry of Defence sent a telegram to the house to say that he had died in action. A few weeks later they sent another telegram saying it had been a mistake. Would you believe it, a third telegram arrived saying that he’d definitely been killed. They were all wrong. He came home from Burma, fathered three lads and lived to be fifty-one.)

My grandfather was known as Black Dick and ‘the little shoe shine boy’ because of his dark skin. These nicknames weren’t coined as insults and were as much a product of his job - mixing the black pitch to repair roads - as his colour. As a kid I used to think it was his job that made his skin so dark.

According to my Aunt Dooney, all of his brothers and sisters were white, which only adds to the mystery. Whatever the explanation, race and colour were never an issue in those days. Our next-door neighbour Mrs Gossen was West Indian, with wonderful crinkly hair that had just started to go grey. If we ever came home and Mam and Dad were both out, we’d go over to Mrs Gossen’s and she made us a cup of tea and a jam sandwich.

On the other side of us lived Mrs Rowan, who had tattoos, one collapsed nostril, and a bit of a reputation. I didn’t see Mrs Gossen as a black woman and Mrs Rowan as being white. They were just our neighbours.

Far more than race, it was religion that divided people in Liverpool. As a young woman Fanny Hunter worked in a tobacco factory - the only Protestant on a floor full of Catholics. According to the family legend - told to me by Dad - someone was hired to kill Fanny or at least make sure she didn’t come back to work.

The knife sliced through her clothing but missed her vital organs. Before her attacker could land a second blow, Fanny launched herself at him, pummelling him with her fists and feet. Nobody ever threatened her again.

Religious intolerance was part of the fabric of my childhood, ingrained into youngsters in a thousand little ways. Catholics were different. It was us against them.

On the sides of the terraces around Robsart Street there were huge drawings of William of Orange and the Battle of the Boyne. ‘No Surrender’ declared the banners. And on 12 July the bands would assemble there, along with hundreds of people dressed in purple and orange. They marched down Netherfield Road singing Orange Order songs, playing quietly as they passed the hospital and then striking up again.

When the march reached William Henry Street, a Catholic stronghold, the Catholics would stand at the top of the street and hurl stones, bottles and abuse.

‘Fuck off, you Protestant bastards,’ they cried, and their kids would hurl bags of pepper into the eyes of the marchers, many of whom were only kids themselves.

Fanny Hunter didn’t march on 12 July, but joined the celebrations afterwards on the train to Southport and by the seaside. Once or twice, if I was off school, she took me along.

Religion didn’t seem to figure as large in Mam and Dad’s thinking. Live and let live seemed to be their attitude. You take the Taggarts, a Catholic family who lived about three or four doors from us. They had four lads and a daughter called Pattie. I remember them losing a son, a toddler, who died when a coal cart drove over him.

My Dad was very fond of Pattie, perhaps because he had no daughters of his own. When she was about six years old she came down with TB meningitis - a rare and generally fatal disease. She lost her hair, her hearing and some of her speech. Nobody expected her to live.

Dad had a mate who was going to Lourdes and he asked him to bring back a bottle of the holy water. It was a Catholic shrine but that didn’t enter his thinking. I took the holy water to the Taggarts and every night they put a few drops on Pattie’s head. Slowly she began to get better  until she was out of danger, albeit profoundly deaf. To this day the Taggarts will tell you that she was cured by the holy water. Religion and faith were two different things to Dad.

 
Mam was working as a waitress in Brown’s café when she met Dad. Although not a great beauty, she was dead attractive with brown hair and dark eyes. She and her girlfriends all looked like Veronica Lake clones, with their hair brushed to one side and their lips painted bright red. Apparently, Dad looked very handsome in his suit and best shoes. They fell in love over a cup of tea and a biscuit.

I think my Mam liked to think her family was a little bit more refined than the Tomlinsons. For one thing they lived in a slightly nicer street and had a parlour house with a proper hallway, rather than having a front door that opened directly into the ‘best room’. Gran Wilson was also not the sort to get involved in knife fights at work.

My grandad, Billy Wilson, was a carter with a team of horses that hauled wheat, maize, sugar, wool, cotton and other produce to and from the docks. In those days almost every pub had two doors opening on to the same street. They reckon this was because of the carters, who would leave their horses walking along the road, dash in one door, down a pint and head out the other in time to meet the cart. It takes a serious thirst to do that.

Grandad ‘Willow’ used to pride himself on winning the best horse at the May Day competitions. He spent hours scrubbing, grooming and polishing, hanging the horse tack off the stairs.

Grandad also bred dogs, which he sold to rich people who would come to the house in Rolls-Royces and Bentleys. It was the only time I ever saw real toffs.

The dogs were rare breeds like Chihuahuas and Pekinese. He used to put the newborn puppies in the oven to keep them warm and, if the breed called for it, he bit off their tails with his teeth, which he said was the kindest way of docking them. The Chihuahuas were the size of mice when they were born. Gran used to sometimes tuck the puppies inside her shawl against her breasts, while she was doing the housework.

Years later, after Grandad died, she came to live next door to us, but by then Granny Willow had gone a bit senile and used to flush her  money down the toilet and ramble on about people from her past. I had left home by then, but I still dropped by for a cup of tea and some of Mam’s cooking.

 
No one was rich and no one was poor in Lance Street. We were all in the same leaky boat - struggling to make ends meet. With a husband and three kids to look after, Mam couldn’t afford to stop working. She was cleaning two pubs and working in a washhouse.

At night she used to cut up old coats and make fireside mats out of bits of sacking. These were given away to friends or swapped with neighbours. She also dyed our clothes or altered them to make them last a bit longer because we couldn’t afford new ones. In the kitchen she weaved the same sort of magic, even at the height of the food shortages and rationing. None of the meals were fancy, but there was always plenty of bread and potatoes.

When Albert started school, she sent me and David to a nursery. On the first day, at home time, David wandered around crying, ‘I want my Eric. I want my Eric.’ They couldn’t find me anywhere.

They opened the lid of a toybox and found me trapped inside. The darkness and fear had triggered an asthma attack. ‘I won’t be naughty any more,’ I cried. ‘Please. I’ll be good.’

Our David still ribs me about saving my life. That’s what brothers are like.

The winters were bloody freezing in those days. Pipes would burst or the cistern in the lavatory would freeze solid. Ashes and salt had to be scattered on the footpaths to stop people slipping over.

By the time the coalman came through the streets, nine times out of ten we were usually down to nothing but dust and fragments. In a really bad winter I used to pull my trusty steering cart down to the coal yard in Roscommon Street where they sold coaldust briquettes. You could wait up to three hours to get a couple of the bricks made of compressed coal dust and cement. They were shite, but at least they burned. And if we were really lucky, the gasworks sometimes sold bags of coke for a couple of coppers.

On the coldest nights Dad would come home from the bakery and set the fire before we woke. God love him. By the time we came downstairs  the kitchen would be warm and a big pot of tea and fresh barm cakes were waiting on the table. Then he went back to work for a few more hours.

During the day he slept and did chores around the house. His only vice was a little flutter on the horses of a Saturday.

‘Don’t tell your Mam,’ he’d say, as he checked out the form guide. I don’t think Mam really minded. It was only ever a couple of two shilling doubles.

Dad wrote his instructions on a piece of paper and wrapped the money inside. Then he sent me to a back entry near the top of Heyworth Street where an illegal bookie had his pitch.

The bookie gave each of his regular customers a nom de plume like ‘Bertie the Baker’, which he wrote in a ledger, along with the bet and the odds.

Dad checked the ‘Stop Press’ of the Liverpool Echo for the results of the races and then sent me to collect his winnings.

‘Anything for Bertie the Baker?’ I’d ask the bookie.

‘Yeah, half a crown. Here you go, son.’

‘But me Dad said it was three and thruppence.’

‘I got it written down here. It’s only half a crown.’

I stood my ground. ‘No, it was definitely three and three. That’s what me Dad said.’

We argued and he swore under his breath. Passers-by began to stop and stare. I wouldn’t budge. Eventually, he paid out to avoid the unwanted attention.

It took me years to discover that Dad made a habit of scamming the bookie. He knew exactly how much money he was owed - half a crown - but he still tried it on and managed to get away with it more times than not.

His other great fiddle was claiming to have put down a bet during pitch-and-toss schools. A popular form of gambling in pubs, two coins were thrown in the air and people gambled on the result. Two heads meant a win, two tails a loss and a head and a tail meant a re-throw. A ‘belt man’ collected the bets and paid out the winnings.

Dad would always have his hand out for his share, even though he’d never had a bet. Some poor sod would start screaming about being jibbed as the belt man shook his head and said, ‘No, it’s all paid out.’

By then we’d be off home, having caused bloody murder.

Dad didn’t drink as such. A couple of pints would be enough. At weddings, engagements or if Liverpool had won through to the Cup Final, he would take Mam down to the Garrick, a little pub on the corner of Lance Street. Mam would have a port and lemon and Dad a bottle of Brown or a light ale.

I used to climb up on the windowsill and look inside. The women were all squashed around tables and the men stood at the bar. Dad would bring us crisps and a bottle of lemonade and Mam would scold him. She didn’t approve of kids hanging around in pub doorways.

Because he drank so little, Dad’s mates would always ask him to mind the kitty when they went to the pub. Dad would act as though this was a real chore, but in truth I knew exactly what he was doing. He always skimmed a little off the top so he could buy himself ten Woodbines.

Invariably, he started singing, usually Bing Crosby medleys and cowboy songs. I don’t know if he had a good voice, but I was always made up when he sang to us at bedtime.

Like most lads my age, I was a bit of a tearaway, and the neighbours would often complain about things I’d done.

Dad would stand in the doorway and call me home. As I ducked inside he took a swing at the back of my head, but I was always too quick for him. The other lads were the same.

At night when we shared the double bed and told ghost stories, David would shout down the stairs, ‘Maam. They’re frightnin’ me.’

‘You boys stop scaring your brother.’

Of course, we kept going.

‘Maam, they’re still frightnin’ me.’

‘Albert.’ (We always knew she was serious when she called him Albert.) ‘If you don’t be quiet I’ll send your father up.’

We pushed it right to the limit and then some.

‘Right, I’ve warned you,’ Dad yelled, taking a stair rod and storming up into our room. He swung open the door and went whack, whack, whack on the bed.

We were moaning and groaning. ‘No, Dad. No. We’re sorry.’

He went back downstairs and I heard Mam say, ‘It’s about time. They’ve been askin’ for that all day.’

Under the blankets I whispered to Albert. ‘He missed me.’

‘He missed me, too.’

‘He never hit me either,’ echoed David.

For ten years he missed. Three boys in the one bed and he couldn’t hit one of us. He was wonderful.
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‘Comedy isn’t as Hard as Boxing’

I know what you did with the frogs, Mam. I spent years trying to work it out, but eventually Dad gave the game away. All those frogs disappearing . . . I should have known something was up. You said they went off to the countryside. You made it sound like there was some holiday camp for frogs.

I still remember how we got that aquarium. You decided you wanted to keep the coal under cover in the back yard. Granny Wilson had this huge metal sea chest which would do the job perfectly.

You sent me and Albert to collect it, with Dad to supervise. I must have been about twelve and Albert fourteen. We carried this chest home, banging on the side and singing at the top of our lungs. Dad walked ahead of us, not wanting to be seen with us, I suppose.

We started making fun of him and winding him up. Dad got a bit of a gob on and clipped us around the ear. ‘Yer snotty-nosed bastards,’ he said.

Albert and me fell about laughing. Dad very rarely swore and we’d never heard him use the word ‘bastard’ before. We took off, running up the street, still carrying this chest. Dad chased after us like a man possessed and caught us about two or three yards from home.

‘Don’t tell yer Mam,’ he said, looking panic-stricken. ‘Yer both promise me. Don’t tell her I swore.’

That coal chest sat out back for years, until it outlived its usefulness. Then I turned it into an aquarium and filled it with loads of frogspawn collected from Kirkby. First I had tadpoles and then pet frogs. It was brilliant.

Strangely, they began disappearing.

‘Mam, me frogs are gone,’ I said.

‘Well, they’ve probably gone off to the countryside.’

‘How?’

‘They hopped.’

‘OK.’

So I went and got another jar of frogspawn but the same thing happened again . . . and again.

I must have been in my twenties when Dad told me what really happened. You made him put the frogs down the toilet because they made you squeamish.

 
Everyone knew everyone in Lance Street. No doors were ever locked. You just knocked and walked in. The street was just wide enough for two cars to pass although I can’t remember ever seeing two cars in the street at the same time.

There were around sixty houses and most had children. I can name virtually every family. The Flemmings had seven boys and the Muskers seven girls. Then there were the Taggarts, Moores, Bains and Jennings . . .

In the long twilights we played catch and chase games on the street like ‘Tick’ and ‘Alalio’. Most of the boys had wooden tommy guns or sometimes the real thing, with the firing pin removed. These had been bought for a couple of coppers after the war when fellas would come round the streets with handcarts selling old rifles.

By far the most terrifying game was played along the entries, which ran between the houses. The passages were three feet wide, flanked by high brick walls slick with moss. It was a test of bravery to balance on one wall and then hurl yourself across the gap, hopefully landing on the other side on your stomach. We called this ‘belly banding’.

The bigger kids could jump from wall to wall in one long stride and would have races leaping from one to the other. One slip could mean a broken neck.

One of my favourite tricks was to tie black cotton to a doorknocker in the street and then trail it across the road to a hiding place in one of the entries.

I tugged the cotton.

‘Knock. Knock.’

Mrs Stringer, a fifties version of Hyacinth Bucket, opened the door, looked up and down the street and then closed it again.

I waited half a second.

‘Knock. Knock.’

The trick was to see how many times I could do it before she caught on and snapped the cotton. No matter what door I targeted and how well I hid, the reaction was always the same.

‘I know it’s you Ricky Tomo, you little shite. I’m gonna tell your Mam.’

 
Every street had its own little gang, safeguarding territory and feeling self-important. Mostly it was just posturing, but occasionally we got into scraps. Nothing serious. A bloody nose at worst. Although small for my age, I knew how to handle myself. Coming from Liverpool and having three brothers teaches you to learn to punch above your weight or talk your way out of trouble.

Later on, when I became a teenager, even the other side of the road became a dividing line. It was only twenty feet across, from door to door, but we still managed to create a rivalry that was almost tribal. It was the same at school. Everything became a contest, whether pissing highest up a wall or playing soccer at recess.

For years after the war there were dozens of bombed-out houses in Liverpool, which looked like missing or broken teeth. We called them ‘bombdies’ and were always being warned not to go near them. At the end of Lance Street there was a bombed-out shop called Scots, which had sections of floor missing and a collapsed roof. We created a great hideout by scavenging a table and chairs, along with candles. We even lit a fire and made cups of tea that were full of cinders and bits of floating wood.

I climbed over the wall one day and found a suitcase full of clothes in the shop. My imagination ran wild. I thought of German spies and  Gestapo agents infiltrating the neighbourhood. I could be a hero. Maybe they’d give me a medal.

I dragged the suitcase home.

‘Where did you get it?’ asked Mam.

I had to tell her. ‘In the old shop on the corner.’

She gave me an earful about bombdies being dangerous and then sent me upstairs.

‘But what about the German spy?’

‘Don’t be so daft. I don’t know where you get such ideas.’

I watched through a crack in the door as she opened the case and examined the contents. Dresses and blouses? What would a German spy be doing with them? I thought.

The suitcase belonged to a girl in our street, Bessie Highfield. She and her boyfriend were planning to elope that night but I had messed everything up by finding the suitcase. For a long while I worried that I had ruined someone’s happiness, but Bessie eventually married the boy and they lived in Lance Street for years.

 
Every 5 November the pride of Lance Street was at stake. A huge bonfire blocked the road, built from wood that had been stockpiled for weeks. Floorboards were ripped out of bombdies and packing crates were broken down. Anything we couldn’t scrounge we stole, organising raids on neighbouring streets.

A favourite trick was pinching lavatory doors and ‘Liverpool pans’ (toilet seats), which were basically a big sheet of plywood with a hole through the centre. While we’d be off pinching someone else’s, they’d be pinching ours.

The bonfires were so huge they blistered the paint on the nearest houses. Dad usually bought a little box of fireworks. Nothing fancy: just a few Roman candles and Catherine wheels. We were always trying to sneak off with the penny thunderclaps, which were great for putting into people’s letterboxes and terrorising the neighbourhood pets.

As the fire burned down we cooked potatoes in the coals and tossed them from hand to hand until they cooled. And around midnight, as people drifted away, young bucks would challenge each other to jump  over the embers. Someone always fell in and turned up next day in bandages.

Mam and the other mothers would be up early, sweeping up the ashes with a hand shovel and a bucket. The asphalt would be pitted and scarred beneath the bonfire and became a permanent reminder of the night.

Christmas was the other big celebration. Despite their finances, Mam and Dad still managed to surprise us. I got a pair of football boots one year and walked up and down the street, listening to the sound of the studs on the pavement. Another time Albert got roller skates and Ronny a pedal racing car, which Dad bought on credit and took five years to pay off.

On really special occasions like Christmas we set up a table in the front parlour - the best room. Dad even brought home a bottle of non-alcoholic wine and poured us each a glass. Somehow Mam managed to get tipsy from just the excitement. As I said - that’s the only time I ever saw them kiss. Dad gave Mam a peck on the cheek and she looked at him with a kind of adoration that I knew must have been love.

Once wartime rationing had been lifted we used to have wonderful Sunday roasts with all the trimmings, including thick rounds of docker doorsteps (bread), still warm from the ovens, to soak up the gravy.

 
My first school, Heyworth Street Primary, at the bottom of Lance Street, was only two hundred yards from home. Most of the other kids had boots or clogs or no shoes at all, but I had to wear special leather shoes with wedge heels because of my flat feet.

In my family you had to be at death’s door to get a day off school. Mam wouldn’t accept any excuses and knew every trick in the book when it came to faking illness. Our David went through his entire schooling never being late or missing a class.

One particular teacher left a big impression on me because she read stories to us like Black Beauty and Treasure Island. I could picture scenes so vividly that I became lost in these adventures. I’d be Jim Hawkins hiding in that apple barrel, listening to Long John Silver plotting murder.

When I was a little bit older, Mr Drew, my English teacher, encouraged me to make use of my imagination.

‘Tomlinson, get up and describe that scene,’ he said, pointing to a picture of the pampas and the gauchos in Argentina. I started talking about the bulls and the horsemen, creating a story that had heroes and villains, romance and danger.

I found it very easy to lose myself like this. It happened when I listened to radio plays like Dick Barton, Special Agent and Journey into Space. I loved the wonderful sound effects of rocket ships landing on strange planets and the air hissing from doors as they opened.

There were never books around our house, so I joined the library by St George’s Church and used to borrow penny thrillers and comics like  Wizard and Hotspur. My favourite sections were the serials such as ‘Roy of the Rovers’ and ‘Alf Tupper, Tough of the Track’. Alf worked in a welding shop under some railway arches and was a super athlete. He had no proper running shoes and lived on a diet of fish and chips, yet he could run like the wind. I covered every yard with him, until he breasted the tape and fell exhausted to the track.

My other escape was the cinema where it cost only a couple of coppers to go to a Saturday matinee at the Everton Picture Palace. As well as the main feature there were normally a couple of shorts and a Pathé Newsreel about the aftermath of the war. The Germans were booed and the British Tommies were cheered.

As the light from the projector shone on to the screen we threw bits of orange peel into the air, which looked like falling stars as they fell through the light. The usher - a war veteran - would hobble down the aisle, saying, ‘Oh aye, who’s throwing that bloody peel? Yer out on your ear if I catch you.’

Liverpool seemed to be full of fellas like that - a legion of injured heroes who became doormen, ushers and lift attendants, or worked on the market stalls.

From the moment the credits rolled and the landscape flashed up showing wide open plains, I groaned, ‘Bloody hell, not another Western.’ I hated cowboy films, but my mates loved them. They’d come out afterwards ‘shooting’ people with their fingers and smacking their arses as they ‘rode’ home.

Sometimes I’d sneak around the corner and see a romance or a comedy, but I couldn’t tell anyone. As with my writing, the lads wouldn’t have understood.

That’s how I discovered the Old Mother Riley films. Arthur Lucan and his wife Kitty McShane were the biggest box-office stars of their day. Lucan would dress up in a frock and play Old Mother Riley, a gossipy Irish washerwoman, while Kitty played the headstrong daughter. I laughed until tears ran down my cheeks.

Inspired by these films, I convinced a mate of mine, Davey Steele, that we should put on a show for the neighbourhood kids and charge them a penny at the door. I walked the streets banging on a metal drum to publicise the show, while Davey hung a sack for the curtain in the loft over his garage. The audience were literally packed to the rafters as I donned one of Mam’s frocks and did my own version of Old Mother Riley.

This was my first experience of acting - unless you count trying to con my little brothers into doing chores for me. From memory it wasn’t a bravura performance, but none of the kids asked for their money back. Most of them were included in the show, which proved a clever ploy. I’ve been improvising ever since.

At the Lytton Cinema on Everton Road you could see a movie for empty jam jars, which had a deposit on them. One of us would get a ticket and go inside, where he opened the back door for the rest of us. We couldn’t all sneak in at once - it would have been too obvious - so each of us had to wait until someone in the cinema went to the toilet. Then we ambled back into the auditorium, without arousing suspicion. The ushers must have known, but they never kicked off.

As we grew older, Mam and Dad would take the whole family to the Hippodrome or the Majestic to see the latest movies. We caught a bus or a tram into town and then waited in the queue for the first house to come out. There were always buskers and bands playing outside. Some wore bits and pieces of military uniforms, with nothing ever quite matching; and one or two would be missing an arm, or a leg, or have an exaggerated limp.

They often had a sign saying ‘Ex-Servicemen’s Band’ and I always imagined they were war heroes who had fallen on hard times. Maybe  they were. Then again, they could have been desperate old chancers in borrowed uniforms, with one arm or a leg tied up behind them.

I remember seeing an escapologist perform on a bombsite covered in cinders. His whole body was wrapped in chains, padlocked together, and he stepped inside a big kitbag that was locked with another chain.

He started rolling around on the ground, wriggling and kicking up cinders. This seemed to go on for ages until we heard him groan. Finally this plaintive voice from inside the sack said, ‘Can you get me out? I’ve swallowed the friggin’ key.’

Another fella, who made a living going around the pubs, knew only one song on his ukulele, ‘Oh, Salome’. He used to stand in the pub doorway, his foot propping it open, and sing until someone paid him to go away.

Years later I was to meet dozens of people like ‘Salome’ - amateur entertainers with a one-song/act repertoire, who performed for drinks, coppers or simply for fun. By then I was playing the pubs and clubs, meeting a legion of irrepressible characters that treated life like a stage.

 
At a quarter to eleven every morning, Dad would come to the railings at school with a bag of balm cakes. He would have cut them in half and put a smudge of margarine inside.

There were only two bakers at Kelly’s, Dad and his mate John Sumner. Both of them went on strike at one point because they were fed up with working nights for starvation wages in a dim, unventilated basement. The two of them were so conscientious they continued baking for hospitals and nursing homes, but wouldn’t make any bread for the shop upstairs.

Within a few days Dad had begun to worry about the neighbourhood kids. What if they had no bread for breakfast or school? So he spent all night making barm cakes, which he posted in paper bags through people’s letterboxes. He was supposed to be on strike, but he couldn’t help himself.

I don’t think Dad knew much about politics and I doubt if he cared. The only time I ever saw him cry was when George VI died.

‘The old King’s dead,’ he said, blinking back the tears, as he sat on the chaise longue in the parlour. I didn’t know what to say.

In those days you either voted for the Labour candidate or the (Conservative) Protestant candidate and in our area the Protestant won every time. I can still remember his name - George Carmichael.

At election time kids were often paid to stand outside the polling booths and collect the how-to-vote cards after people had used them. This acted as a type of exit poll, giving people some idea of how votes were being cast.

Albert spent one election day collecting cards for the Labour Party and earned half a crown. There was murder afterwards. He had to go and see Fanny Hunter and apologise. The Labour Party was seen as the enemy because it was too closely associated with the Catholics.

Grandad Wilson was out-and-out Conservative and totally opposed to welfare, which included the dole, hardship allowances and food parcels. He used to openly berate people queuing for welfare, calling them parasites and freeloaders.

It seemed to me that political parties were like football teams. You supported the same team as your Dad and he supported the same team as his Dad and so on. I wasn’t given a choice, but that didn’t matter. Most people didn’t have time to debate the strengths and weaknesses of the various parties and their policies. They were too busy trying to put food on the table.

Apart from my Dad, all the heroes of my youth were football players. My all-time favourite was Billy Liddell, who played outside left for Liverpool. He could run like the wind and he could hit a bloody ball from anywhere.

I went to Anfield almost from the time I could walk, riding on Dad’s shoulders through the sea of red. If he couldn’t afford the shilling, he used to lift me over the turnstiles and only pay for himself. The turnstile man didn’t seem to mind. Later I began going to the boys’ pen while Dad stood in The Kop, separated by an iron railing fence where he could keep an eye on me.

There was a real buzz in the air before the big games. Wrapped in scarves and wearing red rosettes on our coats, we carried big wooden rattles that spun into a deafening roar.

This was in the days before The Kop choir became famous and Gerry Marsden’s ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. Before every match a fella would jump the fence and stroll on to the pitch wearing a red and white top hat. He had this marvellous routine where he blew up a balloon and placed it on the penalty spot, preparing to take the kick. The crowd loved it.

One of my greatest regrets is that Dad never got to see Liverpool win the FA Cup. He went to Wembley a few times, but Liverpool lost each time.

 
Sport played a big part in our lives. During the winter (on the ‘dark nights’ as we called them) Albert and me would go to St Saviour’s boys’ club to box, play table tennis and have relay races. I was built like a whippet and could run like the wind, but they stopped me boxing when they discovered I had asthma. They also stopped me swimming and to this day I still can’t swim a stroke.

At least they let me play football. Every Friday until I was about fourteen I visited the Children’s Hospital in Myrtle Street where Dr McCauley, an asthma specialist with a dreadful stutter, gave me an injection of ephedrine that was supposed to stop me having an attack when I played football on the weekend. He once designated the task to a trainee nurse who used my arse as a pincushion, which explains my morbid dread of needles and injections.

There was no such thing as a ‘friendly’ football game. Even playing in Lance Street, with a couple of coats as goals, when you took a penalty it was the equivalent of taking one for England. Everything stopped. Adults stood in doorways or stopped everything to watch.

‘Who do you think you are, Billy Liddell?’ women would shout.

Or the Everton supporters would say, ‘Who do you think you are, Dixie Dean?’

This fierce competitive streak has never left me. Years later, as young men, we’d play cricket using dustbins for stumps and you’d swear we were playing for the bloody Ashes. It was that serious.

Dad loved his football and turned out for pub teams well into his forties. These Sunday morning games were played on bombsites  cleared of rubble and covered with cinders. There were proper goal posts and nets, but no markings or painted penalty areas.

Dad played in goal and his knees and elbows were always cut to ribbons as he threw himself about. Similarly, the tackling was brutal and the odd fight broke out, but these were some of the best games of football I’ve ever witnessed.

Just like Dad, I started off as a right half and later went into goal. And I even played for a couple of pub teams when I left school, with Dad watching from the bench, with a bucket of freezing water and a sponge at his feet. The old magic sponge is still the greatest reviver in sport, especially when shoved down the shorts.

Caked in mud after the game, I was too old to bath in front of the fire, so I was sent to the ‘Wash All Overs’, a public bathhouse in Netherfield Road. The bathhouse had about a dozen cubicles each wide enough for a bath and a chair. The walls were about six foot six high and you could see over the top if you stood on the edge of the tub.

The fella running the place would clear the queue by getting the younger lads to share. Undressing with a mate one day, we took off our vests and trousers, hanging them on the hanger behind the door. He was about to step in the tub.

‘Eh! Take your socks off.’

He looked up at me. ‘I ’ave got ’em off.’

His feet were that dirty!

We sat facing each other, having a scrub, when a minute later the manager banged on the door.

‘C’mon, time’s up. Get outa there.’

‘But we only just got in.’

‘Aye, but you’re just getting out.’

There was no such thing as a leisurely soak.

In just the same way, every haircut was the same - short back and sides. Our barber, Jimmy Lynch, had a shop about four doors away from the school. Jimmy called everyone ‘townie’.

‘All right, townie?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How’s it going?’

‘Good.’

There were two chairs in the shop, but Jimmy normally worked alone. Smaller kids had to sit on a plank across the armrests to lift them up. Jimmy was always forgetting whose hair he was cutting.

‘You out tonight, townie?’ he’d ask some kid in short pants.

‘No.’

‘Anything for the weekend?’

The poor kid had no idea what he was talking about.

By the time I understood what he meant, I couldn’t go to Jimmy for my ‘weekend supplies’. He knew Dad and my brothers. Instead I found a chemist as far away from Lance Street as possible.

 
Working-class kids had very few avenues to better themselves and the eleven-plus was one of them. This exam was supposed to sort the wheat from the chaff; to weed out the best and brightest, while setting the rest on a more practical career path.

Kids that did well could go to a college or the institute in Liverpool. They could become professionals and perhaps even climb the social ladder.

On the morning of the exam Mam made a big fuss over me, straightening my tie and polishing my shoes.

‘Don’t you make a show of me,’ she said, which was one of her favourite sayings. It meant that I was supposed to do her proud.

Without the commotion and excitement, perhaps I would have been fine. Instead, I suffered an asthma attack and struggled to concentrate. My exam results were disappointing but this didn’t seem to matter. There was no tradition of academic achievement in my family. Nobody had ever been educated past the age of fourteen.

Not long after the exam I moved to Venice Street School. I had no idea what I wanted to be. My only talent seemed to be my ability to tell a story. Whenever my art teacher Mr Jackson had to leave the classroom, he’d say, ‘Right, Tomlinson, tell them a story.’

I kept a class of twelve-year-olds on the edge of their seats with stories of bank robberies, gangsters or German spies, each with a reluctant anti-hero, who triumphed in the end.

I was never lost for words. Storytelling came naturally. Although I didn’t realise it then, these were my first performances. They were like  mini one-man shows, each requiring a bit of acting, imagination and getting people to suspend belief.

By then Mam and Dad must have had more money and would take us to the Empire Theatre on Saturday evenings. There were always half a dozen acts on the bill and I got to see comics, singers, magicians, fire-eaters, acrobats, jugglers and bands.

A little blackboard on the side of the stage would have the name of each act as they came on. All except for the top of the bill, which was announced on posters outside and advertised in the local paper. Among the highlights was getting to see Old Mother Riley in person, as well as Frank Randall and Big Bill Campbell, an American country-and-western star.

Afterwards, as a special treat, we’d have fish and chips for tea. Dad and I would run ahead to make a fire and put the kettle on before the others got home.

When television arrived I was equally captivated. One afternoon in 1953 I found a wooden box with a twelve-inch grey screen in the corner of the parlour. Up until then, my Aunt Elsie, who lived off Mere Lane, was the only member of the family to have one. I used to trundle round and watch it at her place.

On that first night I watched a football match in grainy black and white. From that moment I was hooked. My favourite shows were things like Sunday Night at the London Palladium and a comedy called The Huggetts. Then there was What’s My Line? and Dixon of Dock Green.

On the variety shows I always admired the comics. The Americans seemed very slick, but as I grew older I began to appreciate how brilliant the British comics were.

Years later an old comedian called Eddie Archer said to me, ‘Comedy is hard, Rick. It must be the hardest job in the world.’

I replied, ‘Well, I don’t think it’s as hard as boxing, Eddie.’

He nodded sagely. ‘Yeah, but if you’re a boxer at least you can hit them back.’
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Getting off at Edgehill

Lance Street no longer exists. Nor do the short cuts, hiding places and most of the landmarks from my childhood. Heyworth Primary School is now a recreational park full of drug addicts on the dark nights and there is no Garrick pub or Everton Picture Palace.

All the houses and shops were bulldozed in the sixties when Liverpool City Council decided that the two-up-two-downs were slum housing. Initially they promised to create public parkland, which is why people didn’t get paid the full market value for their properties.

They built a bloody great housing estate instead of a park. And some of the bungalows have already been knocked down and replaced. Things aren’t built to last any more. Mam always said that and she was right.

At least St George’s Church is still there, up on St George’s Hill, the highest point in Liverpool and therefore a little bit nearer God. That’s where the funeral is going to be.


Not many people realise that St George’s Church was the very first cast-iron building anywhere in the world. A guy called Thomas Rickman, who hadn’t designed as much as an outhouse in his life, convinced people to trust him as an  architect and then dreamt up the idea of using iron for the infrastructure. Maybe that’s what they mean by blind faith.


I’ve never been much of a churchgoer. That’s not to say I don’t believe. I’m interested in religion because I love to question it. Unfortunately, organised religions are businesses nowadays and the balance sheet is more important than the people.

The new vicar at St George’s is a thalidomide sufferer and seems nice. None of us wants to make a speech, I couldn’t get the words out, so we’re going to leave that up to him.

When he came round to discuss the service, he wanted to know a little bit about Mam so we bent his ear for a couple of hours. I tried to think of some stories and I remembered the one about Albert’s first girlfriend, Audrey Lewis. He must have been about seventeen.

Mam asked him dozens of questions about Audrey. Where does she live? What does her father do? Why don’t you bring her back for tea on Sunday night? Then she made a big fuss, laying out the table in the parlour, getting cheese and crackers and a couple of fairy cakes.

With no girls in the family, we were all a bit uncouth although Mam wanted to prove otherwise. Straight away she said to Dad, ‘You behave yourself. And don’t be walking round in your bare feet or socks.’ I was under even stricter instructions.

When Audrey arrived she was ushered into the parlour like royalty. I was already sitting up at the table with a scarf tied under my chin, pretending to be Albert’s little sister.

Mam gave me a filthy look and began pouring the tea. She was so desperate to impress that she kept putting her ‘h’s in the wrong places. Meanwhile, I had my hand in the air trying to get her attention.

Finally, she said, ‘What’s up with you?’

‘Can I leave the table, please?’

‘Why?’

‘I want to go for a shit.’

Audrey near choked on a biscuit and our Albert couldn’t stop himself laughing. There was murder, of course. I thought Mam was going to explode she was so angry. I don’t suppose that’s the sort of story a vicar can tell at a funeral, which is a shame.

Nobody ever sat me down and gave me the talk about birds and bees. Like most of my generation, the knowledge was passed on from older brothers and collecting small details from encyclopedias, graffiti and the rumours you hear behind bike sheds.

One summer in the early 1950s I went on holiday with the church to Great Hucklow in Wales with kids from all over the place. We stayed in Nissan huts with bunks down either side and had to fill our own mattresses with straw.

If I were to pinpoint a single moment when I began to notice girls, it would be on this holiday. Which ones had bumps on their chests? Which ones didn’t? Who had the nicest curves and the prettiest smile? Up until then I knew they were different, but only because they smelled nicer and didn’t fight so much.

My entire life changed. I had a mission. The nightly games in Lance Street reflected this. Suddenly the aim was to catch a girl and kiss her, instead of running the other way.

We didn’t have dates as such. Instead we found a dark corner and hoped to steal a kiss or perhaps a little more. That’s when I made my next important discovery. The other lads were trying to impress girls by boasting or fighting, but I had more success making them laugh and feel good about themselves.

I told them how pretty they looked and how nice they smelled. I talked about the moon and the stars. Most of these girls weren’t used to being complimented because it had never happened before.

I was still only young - maybe eleven or twelve - but that didn’t stop me. I adored girls. They were the gear. I couldn’t sleep, eat or work without thinking about them.

There must have been twenty who lived in Lance Street, including my mates’ sisters. Mrs Musker across the road had seven daughters. I remember for the Coronation she asked Albert to help nail up the bunting across the street.

‘Oh, be careful, Albie,’ she told him, as he climbed the ladder. ‘You could be my son-in-law one day.’

It was probably a good thing that I didn’t have a sister. There would have been loads of trouble if anyone had come sniffing around her. You judge everyone by your own standards and I was a complete rogue.

Another family living in the street had a niece, Jenny, who visited two or three times a week. Although only thirteen she had the biggest pair of knockers I had ever seen in my life. We chatted and laughed. I told her how nice she looked. We kissed a little and then some more.

Mates would ask me, ‘How far did you get?’

‘Inside her blouse.’

‘You got bare tit?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You lucky bastard! I wouldn’t wash me hand for a month.’

Soon they were hanging round Jenny like flies round a jam pot. Honest to God, she had the most incredible breasts.

Eventually, as the weeks went by, I grew more adventurous and her resolve weakened. All the old clichés came out:

‘Oh, come on. I really love you.’

‘You’ll tell everybody.’

‘No, I won’t.’

‘Yes, you will.’

‘I won’t tell a soul.’

‘You’ll tell all your mates.’

‘No, I won’t. I love you.’

I did the honours - an old-fashioned ‘knee trembler’ with Jenny leaning up against a wall, with one leg wrapped around me. Being only thirteen, I told all my mates the next day. It was the biggest thing that had ever happened to me.

Jenny and me kept seeing each other. She was lovely. We didn’t use any protection apart from coitus interruptus - known locally as ‘Getting off at Edgehill’, the last station before Liverpool Lime Street (the end of the line).

She had girlfriends and I had mates who paired off into couples but these partnerships were always breaking up and getting back together again. We often arranged to meet at someone’s house if their parents were out working. The front door was kept latched and the back door open in case one of them came home early and we had to make an escape. Turning down the gas lights and closing the curtains, we played games like ‘Truth or Dare’ and ‘Spin the Bottle’. The sexual tension has never been equalled.

Eventually, I broke up with Jenny. I can’t remember why. I suspect she found an older boyfriend. A lot of the girls did when they became more confident.

A mate of mine in Lance Street, Brian Craig, lived next door to a young couple. The wife’s sister Joyce had come to live with them. She was often home during the day and the husband worked night shifts.

He was a smashing bloke, who used to invite Brian and me to play darts with him. We were mucking around one day when he suggested we play strip poker with darts. Joyce scolded him and giggled. Brian and me got instant erections.

Whoever hit the lowest number with the darts had to take off a piece of clothing. Joyce was a lousy darts player. She lost a few times and took off her shoes and her stockings. Brian and me were doing the mental arithmetic. If she lost again, it would have to be her skirt or her blouse.

Next thing she said, ‘I won’t be a minute.’

I looked at Brian. We both thought the same thing. She was going upstairs to put on more clothes.

She came back down again and we each threw the darts. Joyce lost. She slowly unbuttoned her blouse and, honest to God, my jaw dropped. Instead of putting clothes on she had taken her bra off! We were staring at a full-grown woman’s breasts.
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