

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Liverpool Lou

 

 
LYN ANDREWS

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 1991 Lyn Andrews

 



 
The right of Lyn Andrews to be identified as the Author of 
the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, 
this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, 
in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing 
of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, 
in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the 
Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to 
real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 7635 3

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette Livre UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachettelivre.co.uk
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For my fellow Liverpudlians, 
especially those who are now expatriates.




 Author’s Note
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Earlier this century there lived in Liverpool a woman called Mrs Elizabeth Braddock. At least two generations of people, even Liverpudlians, may never have heard of her, but there are many who have and many who knew her well. ‘Our Bessie’, as she was known, was a woman of the people. An ordinary woman who was to become ‘extraordinary’ – a City Councillor and a Member of Parliament. When she died half of Liverpool attended the funeral.

The idea for this book was inspired by Bessie Braddock but it is not the story of her life. My characters are purely fictional, none of them is based on any of ‘Our Bessie’s’ relations or friends, yet it is set in the Liverpool she knew and loved.

St George’s Church still stands at the top of the hill, Northumberland Terrace remains. It is still possible to get a wonderful view across the Mersey but the rows of ‘back to back’ terraces have gone, to be replaced by a landscaped park, new, modern houses and a few tower blocks. But on a cold winter day with the wind whistling around St George’s churchyard, if you close your eyes, you  may hear the cries of laughter, sorrow and anger that once filled those streets. The voices of the ghosts of yesterday.

Lyn Andrews 
1989




 Part I

 ‘Louisa’ 1936
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 Chapter One
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LOUISA LANGFORD TURNED ON her side and for a brief second her eyelids fluttered open before she burrowed back down in the bed, beneath the blankets. It was still dark, the room was cold and the warming nest of the bed induced drowsiness. Then, as if her eyelids had been attached to an invisible spring, she opened her eyes wide as she remembered what day it was. It was Sunday and her Da was coming home.

She was wide awake now. It was the first time in five years that he had been home for Christmas. Why, she’d only been nine years old that time. The memory that occasion evoked sent a tingle of excitement right down her spine. Even though it was so long ago she still remembered what a wonderful Christmas it had been, but this one would be even better for she was grown up now. She’d left St George’s School for ever, last Friday. By this time next week she would be a working girl, as would her cousin Evelyn.

Her vision had adjusted to the semi-gloom and she could see her cousin’s figure curled up in a ball in the bed on the opposite side of the room,  against the partition wall. She and Evvie – as everyone called her – were the same age. There was just a bare month between their birthdays. They had been brought up together – as close as sisters – by Aunt Babsey, her da’s sister, for her mam had died of pneumonia when she had been three.

She lay still, thinking about her mam and trying to remember her. Trying to picture her in her mind’s eye, but, as always, she couldn’t. There was just the blurred memory of a pale woman with a quiet voice, devoid of the usual thick, nasal, Liverpudlian inflection. Aunt Babsey had always maintained she’d been too good for this earth and for Big John Langford, even though he was her only brother. Mary Talbot had suffered for her love of him. Disowned by her family who were far above his station in life. Left alone for months while he was at sea; unused and unprepared for the hard, relentless drudgery of life in the tiny house in Joshua Street. No, she couldn’t remember her poor mam, but she’d been christened after her. Mary Louisa Langford, but everyone called her Louisa.

Behind the heavy curtains the cold, grey December dawn was breaking and the room had become fractionally lighter. Louisa raised herself on one elbow and peered at the round, brass alarm clock that stood on the chest of drawers that separated the beds. Its face was dull and the black  numerals were blurred, but the small hand looked to be on seven. She couldn’t make out what number the large hand was pointing to. If she got up now and went to the top of St George’s Hill, she could see right over the city and up-river. The Berengaria was a big ship, she wouldn’t have much difficulty seeing her as she entered the Mersey and sailed majestically down the Crosby Channel.

Pushing back the blankets she shivered, the icy chill cutting through her nightgown. At least it was Sunday and everyone was still asleep. On a weekday morning at this hour the house resembled Lime Street Station, with all the activity and everyone getting in each other’s way. Uncle Jim would just be coming home from the market and would be in and out to the cart. Aunt Babsey would be in the kitchen cooking breakfast, directing Uncle Jim’s movements and trying to eye the produce, while shouting to herself and Evvie to ‘shift yourselves, sharpish!’ Her cousins, Eddie and Tommy, would be getting ready for work and school respectively. Yes, she was glad it was Sunday. There would be no lecture from her Aunt about running out at this hour to stand in the freezing cold, when she ought to wait and go down to the landing stage later, with the rest of the family; after a good breakfast and dressed in her best clothes. She knew her da wouldn’t care what she was wearing, but Aunt Babsey would.

Slowly she eased herself out of bed, curling her  toes on the rag rug. Cautiously she pulled open the bottom drawer of the chest and extracted a pair of thick stockings. Sitting on the edge of the bed she began to pull them on. Aunt Babsey was always going on about ‘appearances’. They were ‘different’, she told them at least a dozen times a week. They were ‘tradespeople’ and that set them apart from the rest of their neighbours in the mean, narrow streets of back-to-back terraced houses that clung to the slopes of Everton Ridge, one of the highest points in the city.

There wasn’t any need to be reminded of their ‘different’ status, she thought. The poverty was there, right under your nose, you couldn’t ignore it, although Aunt Babsey seemed to. She herself didn’t see that having a greengrocery shop on the corner of Northumberland Terrace and Bathesda Street made her any better than anyone else. She was ‘different’ but not ‘better’; everyone worked when they could. The difference was that she was always well fed, well clothed and in winter there was always a good fire in Aunt Babsey’s kitchen.

As she drew her nightgown over her head, then pulled on a flannelette petticoat, Evvie stirred and uttered a slight groan. Her head moved restlessly on the pillow for her sandy-coloured hair was twisted around rag curlers. Louisa ran her hands through her own thick, brown hair that curled naturally, marvelling that Evvie managed to sleep  at all with her hair screwed up into tight knots like that. She knew it peeved her cousin to the point of open animosity that her own hair could be brushed around one finger to instantly produce the desired curls that Evvie suffered to achieve.

Evvie had taken Aunt Babsey’s diatribes about ‘appearances’ to heart and now believed that she was ‘different’ and ‘better’. Louisa sighed. Over the last three months Evvie had become something of a pain in the neck. No longer had she sneaked out to play on the corner or up the Terrace with the others. At school she had studiously ignored those who turned up in their usual garb of ragged dresses and tatty cardigans full of holes. Evvie now averted her eyes from their feet, devoid of socks or stockings and clad in shoes or boots donated by some charity. Usually the League of Welldoers or the Police Clothing Association. Now Evvie looked down on her former friends and, despite their taunts, stuck to the likes of Edith Gouldston from the grocer’s on the corner of Camlet Street, and Mavis Wills, the eldest of the Wills brood who had the chandler’s on the corner of Neil Street. They didn’t have nits in their hair or red blotches on their arms and legs from bug bites. But then Evvie missed a lot of fun too.

She’d lost out on the street games that had fostered and nurtured comradeship, forging kids from all backgrounds into a single group who  forgot their often miserable lives for a few hours as their laughter and shrieks filled the soot-laden air, and the sound of their running, jumping, skipping feet echoed on the cobbled roads and dirty, narrow back entries or ‘jiggers’. ‘Kick the can’, ‘Lally-O’, ‘off ground tick’ were the favourites of the older ones. ‘Cherrywobs’, ‘ollies’ and ‘grid fishing’ the pursuits of the younger set. The endless games of skipping or swinging with the aid of a piece of old rope, attached to the cast-iron arms of the street light. She sighed again and with nostalgia. Those days were over for her, too, now. But not from choice. When you started work you had to forgo such pastimes, you were supposed to have outgrown them at fourteen.

As she buttoned up her skirt and was about to pull on a thick, hand-knitted jumper, Evvie opened her eyes.

‘What time is it?’ she muttered.

‘Shut up!’ she hissed back in reply.

Evvie blinked owlishly and pulled the blankets higher up to her chin. ‘Why are you up? Where are you going?’

As Louisa’s face appeared through the neck of the jumper she scowled at her cousin. ‘I’m going up the Hill to see if I can see the Berengaria coming in. Does that satisfy you? Now shut up and go back to sleep before we have everyone awake!’ This explanation was again delivered in a sharp whisper.

‘You’re cracked, that’s what you are. It’s freezing and it’s the middle of the night, you won’t be able to see anything and you’ll be for it if our Mam catches you!’

‘I don’t care, it’s a free country, isn’t it? If I want to go out then I can!’ She bent down and pulled her shoes out from under the bed.

‘Well, your hair looks like a bird’s nest. A right cut you’ll look,’ Evvie muttered, before turning her back on her cousin and wriggling down in the bed.

She knew it was childish, but she stuck out her tongue at Evvie’s back, then she turned and crept towards the opening at the end of the partition wall.

When she reached the aperture she stopped and listened. In the other part of the bedroom – for that’s what it really was – she could hear the regular breathing of Tommy who was two years younger than herself, and the heavier exhaling of Eddie who was eighteen and worked on the Docks.

The fingers of her free hand curled around the brickwork. The wall itself was a monument to Aunt Babsey’s sense of propriety and ‘appearances’. The living accommodation comprised a large kitchen cum living room, behind the shop, a scullery, and two bedrooms upstairs. Aunt Babsey and Uncle Jim had one bedroom and the rest of them shared the other one. There was nothing  remotely unusual about this; in fact many families all slept in one room. The old houses were damp and rooms were often unfit for use; it was the attempt to keep warm that frequently meant as many as five or six children sleeping in the same bed. Such arrangements Aunt Babsey wouldn’t tolerate. First of all an old screen, painted dark green, had divided the room; that had given way to a long dark brown curtain and finally, against all the arguments Uncle Jim had put forward about cost, mess and invasion of privacy, Pat Crowley had been paid to build the wall.

The Crowleys were Catholics and Irish to boot and only the fact that Pat’s estimate had undercut the others by half, had induced Aunt Babsey to allow him over her doorstep. In her Aunt’s eyes all Catholics, and especially those of Irish descent, were idle, slovenly drunkards and not above helping themselves to other people’s belongings. She openly scorned and disapproved of a religion that, in her eyes, enabled its adherents to commit all sorts of sins, then go and confess to a priest, receive a telling off and a few prayers as a penance, then go back and do the same things all over again. It wasn’t her idea of Christianity and the sight of many of them going straight from church into the pub only added to her contempt. While the wall had been under construction, they had all been threatened with dire consequences should they utter one word to its builder.

Louisa smiled at the memory. She’d found the big Irish bricklayer to be a jovial man, not at all inhibited by ‘appearances’ and ‘proprieties’. He’d given her a toffee one day when no one else was looking. She smiled again as her gaze settled on the outline of the ‘put up’ bed that she would make up later in the day for her da.

Crossing the polished strip of lino, she opened the bedroom door and pulled it gently shut behind her, then crept slowly down the stairs. The fire in the kitchen range had been ‘damped down’ so the room was fairly warm. Silently she drew back the curtains from the window that overlooked the yard. Fingers of dull, grey light filtered in. The room was tidy. It was her Aunt’s usual practice to see to this before she retired each night. The table was set for breakfast. The cushions on the horsehair sofa had been straightened, as had the one on Uncle Jim’s winged armchair, set before the fire. In one alcove was a small dresser on which were displayed the blue willow pattern dishes. The other alcove was known, jokingly, amongst the family as Aunt Babsey’s ‘Office’.

She sat down in the winged chair and began to put on her shoes, glancing towards the window and the leaden sky beyond, wondering whether or not her rubber wellington boots wouldn’t be more appropriate. It looked as if it would snow again. Northumberland Terrace and St George’s Hill  already resembled a skating rink from the last fall two days ago, which had frozen hard.

Her coat and scarf were hanging on a peg behind the door with everyone else’s and Uncle Jim’s shop coat. She put them on, wrapping the scarf tightly around her neck. In one pocket she had stuffed her woollen tam-o’-shanter and her knitted gloves. The hat reminded her of Evvie’s remarks about her hair and she peered into the oval mirror above the bog-oak bureau in the ‘Office’. The image reflected there was that of a tall, slim girl with an oval face and large, blue eyes, heavily fringed with dark lashes. Her eyebrows swept upwards against her pale skin, giving her face an expression of being permanently surprised by and curiously interested in life. Her thick mass of dark chestnut hair, that in some lights threw out gleams of gold, was indeed a mess.

She turned, her gaze sweeping quickly over the dresser and the bureau, before she frowned in irritation. Aunt Babsey had a rule that no combs, brushes, hair clips or slides were allowed downstairs to clutter the place up. She pursed her lips and began to try to smooth down the untidy mane. Finally, exasperated, she gave up, gathered it back and twisted it into a knot and shoved it all up under the hat. At least it was tidy.

As she reached over to pick up her gloves from the top of the bureau, the sleeve of her coat caught  the handle of the small key which was still in the lock. She stared at it. Aunt Babsey must have forgotten to take it up with her, something she rarely did.

She’d seen the bureau open many times and her Aunt bending over the writing top, surrounded by papers. She knew what all the pigeonholes contained and why it was called the ‘Office’. Inside were receipts, invoices and lists of names and columns of figures and a large, stiff-backed ledger that was referred to by everyone as ‘The Book’. She knew what was in that, too. Evvie had explained it all to her one day on their way to school, years and years ago, after she’d seen her Aunt and Mrs Unwin from further down, deep in hushed and urgent conversation in the kitchen, early that morning.

‘She’s come for a loan from Mam,’ Evvie had replied in answer to her question.

‘A loan of what?’ she’d asked, innocently.

Evvie had stopped trailing her hand along the links of chains set between iron bollards that ran along the edge of the pavement and acted as a handrail, for the terrace was steep. Evvie’s pale blue eyes had been filled with scorn. ‘Money, of course! Stupid!’

‘Aunt Babsey is going to lend her money?’

Evvie had raised her eyes to the blue sky. ‘Honestly, you’re as thick as the wall, sometimes! Mam lends money to people and they pay her  back at so much a week, that’s what “The Book” is for!’

Although generous, up to a point, with her own family, she’d never thought of her Aunt as being generous to other people. ‘That’s really good of her, Evvie.’

Evvie had made a sucking noise through her teeth. ‘It’s not good, it’s business. She charges them a per . . . per.’ Evvie had given up on the word percentage which she didn’t really understand anyway. ‘It’s a service and people have to pay for it. Like she’s always saying “You don’t get owt for nowt”. Mind, she doesn’t loan money to just anyone; she’s got to know they can pay it back. She wouldn’t lend a penny to any of “that lot”.’ Evvie had jerked her head backwards in the direction of the Catholic school of Our Lady Immaculate at the bottom of the Terrace. ‘They go to the pawnshop, if they’ve got anything worth pawning.’

‘Why doesn’t Mrs Unwin go to the pawnshop then?’

‘How do you expect me to know that? Maybe she doesn’t want all and sundry knowing her business, maybe she needs more money than old Rosenbloom will give her. Our Mam’s business is “on the quiet” like. It’s her rule.’

‘We know about it.’

‘We’re family and you just remember that, our Louisa!’

They had walked for a while in silence while she’d digested all this. Evvie had abandoned the chain swinging and was concentrating on avoiding the cracks in the paving stones.

‘But it’s a proper business, like Mr Rosenbloom’s, all legal, like?’

Evvie had stopped dead and had grabbed her arm and pushed her face close to hers. ‘You shut up about that! Everyone is happy with the arrangements, as Mam calls them! We don’t want no scuffers poking their noses in, especially not them that don’t wear a uniform!’

It had been then that the first niggles of doubt about Aunt Babsey’s business had started. For weeks afterwards she’d been half afraid that one night there would be a knock on the back door and the plainclothes police would be standing there. But no knock ever came and her apprehension had disappeared. Long ago she’d accepted the fact that the scuffers weren’t liked in their neighbourhood. They were feared and some were even respected, but they weren’t liked. People in their neighbourhood ‘sorted’ things themselves and, in turn, when there was the usual Saturday night punch-up outside the Northumberland Hotel, the police would turn a blind eye, unless things really got out of hand. And as for ‘that lot’, as Evvie termed the small Irish community, their parish priest had more influence over them than the scuffers did. So, ‘Honest Babsey MacGann’s’  money-lending business had thrived. They actually owned the shop and the living accommodation – they were the only ones in the Terrace who did – and that was part of being ‘different’ too.

Louisa unbolted the back door of the scullery and stepped into the yard. Instantly the cold air cut her throat like a knife; the pale dawn seemed filled with ice, all pressing on her. It was as if she wasn’t wearing a coat, hat, scarf or thick jumper; nor woollen stockings and stout shoes, for as she made her way over the slippery flags of the yard her feet were already beginning to feel numb.

The one small window of the wash-house was patterned with a delicate tracery of frosted feathering. The wooden fruit and vegetable boxes, stacked against the wall beside the privy, were covered in frozen snow. Against the soot-blackened bricks of the yard wall they looked like an old and awkwardly shaped piece of furniture that had been hastily covered with a white sheet.

The broken glass, cemented onto the top of the wall, glistened like pieces of fine, hand-cut crystal. They’d been put there to act as a deterrent to anyone attempting to climb the wall and make off with the boxes, which could be used for firewood, or, in the poorer homes, for furniture. Aunt Babsey wasn’t having any of that. The door into the back entry creaked on its frozen hinges but she  only needed to open it slightly, she was slim enough to squeeze through. Then she was out. With a bit of luck in about ten minutes she would be at the top of St George’s Hill, her eyes straining for the sight of the red funnels atop of the huge black hull of the liner that was bringing her Da home.

 



Cicero Terrace ran parallel to Northumberland Street and at number twelve, Sally Cooper watched the grizzled light struggling through the curtainless window. She was wedged tightly between her elder sister Doreen, and her two younger sisters. She didn’t notice that the flock mattress was lumpy and stained, she counted herself lucky to have a mattress at all. A pile of old coats and one thin, dun-coloured blanket covered them all and she was cold. Her Mam and Dad and young brother were all huddled together in the other bed. All she could see of her Mam was a strand of coarse brown hair. There was no other piece of furniture in the room and the floorboards were bare. On the walls and ceiling were large, brownish stains where the damp had seeped through. She didn’t notice them, they’d always been there.

Her stomach rumbled emptily and she thought of the half a loaf and the remains of the dripping downstairs in the kitchen. Half a loaf between seven of them; she’d be lucky if she even got a  wafer-thin slice of it. Doreen tried to turn over and in doing so her elbow stuck sharply into Sally’s thin chest. Roughly she shoved her sister away. Now that Doreen was working at Bibby’s and was contributing to the household, as she put it, she demanded a bigger share of whatever food they had. It was dirty, heavy work she was doing and she needed proper nourishment, she had stated. Her Da had been ‘one day on the hook, the rest on the book’ last week. That had just paid the rent, Doreen’s money was all there had been left to live on.

Again she twisted her head and looked over towards the figures in the other bed. Poor Da, she thought. If only he could get regular work and didn’t have to go down the Docks each day and have to fight to get taken on, even if just for half a day. It wasn’t right that men should have to put themselves out for hire, like work-horses, and any man who even dared to think about opposing the system was likely never to get work. Anyone who spoke his thoughts aloud was branded a ‘troublemaker’ and besides, the blockerman didn’t like her Da. If she had known words like ‘degrading’ and ‘injustice’ she would have applied them to the system, but she didn’t, so she just thought it was a shame. A damned shame.

Her stomach rumbled again and she made up her mind. She didn’t care how much of a row it caused, she was going down and get herself a crust  spread with dripping, before they all got up. It couldn’t be any colder down there than it was up here. They all slept in their clothes, except Doreen. In fact her Mam had sewn the little ones into theirs, just like she always did when the winter came.

With some difficulty she extracted herself from the tangle of arms and legs belonging to her sisters, but she almost cried aloud as her bare feet came into contact with the floor, it was freezing. Doreen had stockings, rolled up and stuffed under the mattress, but she didn’t dare purloin them, besides, the initial shock of the cold boards was wearing off.

When she got downstairs she thought how wrong she’d been. There was no fire in the range and there hadn’t been since late yesterday afternoon when all the rubbish that she and the little ones had collected from the surrounding streets, had been burned. The room was so cold that she could see her own breath. The loaf, covered with a piece of cloth to keep off the mice and other ‘Jaspers’ that shared the house with them, was now stale. She cut off a medium slice and spread it with the brownish-coloured fat. She couldn’t see out of the window, it was iced up both on the inside and the outside. She munched slowly, wondering what she could do for the rest of the day. She’d have to go out, for once the transgression of helping herself to the bread was  discovered, there would be an outcry and probably a belt from her da. Perhaps if she went round to Lou’s later, when they’d all gone to church, Mr MacGann might let her warm herself by their fire and maybe even give her something to eat. He was good like that, even though he wasn’t a church-going man, and ‘she’ wasn’t around.

Mrs MacGann didn’t like her nor did she approve of her being friends with Lou, or Louisa as they all called her. Just lately their Evvie had gone all stuck-up too. She wouldn’t even go near her now, said she had bugs. She had shrugged that off. Nearly everyone had bugs, even those better off than themselves. The men came and stoved the houses every now and then, but after a few days the bugs were back. Bugs hadn’t bothered Evvie until lately. ‘Yer’ll all be goin’ to live in Aintree next!’ she’d mocked. Lou wasn’t like that at all, even though she was soon to start work at Frisby, Dyke & Co, in Lord Street, which was a better job than Evvie’s. Evvie was only going to work at Marks & Spencer, selling stockings. Lou was going to train in the millinery department of a much bigger store.

She looked down at her old plimsolls. The toe of the left one was completely out and neither had any laces. Next to them were Doreen’s new boots. She was pure selfishness through and through was Doreen. There was no food in the house and no fire; most of their clothes came from the fund the  scuffers paid into and was all marked so it couldn’t be pawned. That in itself was mortifying and it made her Da furious. They had to rely on the hated scuffers to put clothes on their backs and boots on their feet. But Doreen spent nearly all her wages on herself and she spent them before she got home, so Da couldn’t force them off her. She’d even threatened to leave if any of her new things got pawned, knowing they couldn’t do without her contributions. The resentment these thoughts provoked made her push aside her plimsolls and bending down, she pushed one foot inside one of the boots. It was lined with something warm and soft and it was heaven to wriggle her numbed toes against the warm lining. Doreen wouldn’t get up until lunchtime and so she wouldn’t miss them and anyway, she didn’t care if she got found out. She’d get Lou to come back with her and Doreen never screamed or swore when Lou was there. She wriggled her toes again for reassurance, then put on the other boot.

From a nail on the wall she took her old brown cardigan, her coat was still upstairs on the bed. Over that she wrapped her Mam’s heavy, black shawl, pulling it close to her face, over her light brown hair. It came down to her knees. Silently she let herself out of the house.

She was startled to meet Louisa at the corner of Daniel Street. ‘Lou! Lou! What yer doin’ ’ere, at this time? Wait for me! ’Ang on a bit!’ She slipped  and slithered on the icy pavement in her haste.

‘Is that you, Sall?’ Louisa called to the strange little figure bundled up in the old black shawl.

Sall grabbed the top of an iron bollard and nodded, panting a little. ‘Where are yer goin’?’

‘Up to the top to see if I can see the Berengaria. Da’s coming home today, don’t you remember? I told you.’

Sall’s face fell. She had forgotten and with Big John Langford home, there was no way Lou would go back home with her later.

‘What’s up now, Sall?’

Sall looked down at her feet and Louisa’s eyes followed the direction of her head.

‘Where did you get them?’

‘They’re our Doreen’s. She got them down the market, yisterday.’

‘She’ll kill you!’

‘I know,’ Sall replied, miserably.

Louisa looked at the thin, pinched face. The hands, blue with the cold, that clutched the edges of the shawl, and at the bare legs, mottled blue and purple. She felt suddenly ashamed of her own warm clothes. Stripping off her gloves, she thrust them towards her friend. ‘Here, put these on. I can put my hands in my pockets.’

‘No, yer can’t, you’ll fall flat on yer back on this ice if yer don’t ’ang on ter somethin’.’

‘I won’t! We’ll go slowly. Put them on, Sall!’

As they made their way at a snail’s pace up the  steep slope that had been made more treacherous by a gang of lads from Grecian Terrace, using it as a slide the previous night, Louisa made up her mind to buy Sall some stockings and gloves with her first week’s wages. Then she sighed. Sall had her pride. All the Coopers had pride, and they would view the gesture as patronizing. Sall had also left school on Friday, being the same age as herself and Evvie. ‘Never mind, you’ll be able to buy your own boots and things when you get a job.’

‘Who’s goin’ ter give me a job, Lou? Half this city’s out of work!’

‘You can read and write and your arithmetic is as good as our Evvie’s, better in fact.’

‘Oh, aye, but your Evvie’s got decent clothes, ain’t she? Even if our Doreen would lend me somethin’, which she won’t, no one would give me a job! I’d never gerra job in a shop or in service, would I?’

‘They’d have you in a factory, like your Doreen.’

‘Just brushin’ the floor they might.’

Louisa knew this to be the truth and yet some factories paid far better wages than shops, but the shops had a more ‘respectable’ image, at least in Aunt Babsey’s eyes. ‘After Christmas you come round and you can borrow some of my things, then you can go down to Tillotsons or Tates or the Match Factory and they’ll take you on.’ She didn’t  say she’d have to give Sall the clothes. For one thing she knew Sall would have refused and for another Aunt Babsey would have hysterics at the thought that they’d been worn by Sally Cooper. She got the de-lousing treatment and lecture every time she was seen with Sall.

‘Do yer mean that, Lou?’

‘Of course I mean it! I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t!’

‘What about . . . yer Aunt Babsey? Won’t she create about it?’

Louisa shrugged. ‘Not while me da is there she won’t, and you’ve got to get a job, Sall, just to help your Mam out.’

‘It’s not fair that, Lou! Me da wants ter work an’ ’e works ’ard, but that blockerman don’t like’im, so ’e don’t get no work.’

Louisa frowned, she knew the system, and so did Cousin Eddie. He bought Alf Browning, the foreman – or blockerman as he was called – a pint nearly every night and Eddie was never out of work, even though he was a single man. Sall was right, it wasn’t fair. After Eddie had ‘turned up’ his keep to Aunt Babsey, the rest of his money went on clothes, beer and Woodbines, while the likes of Mr Cooper went home with coppers or often nothing and Sall went cold and hungry. The thought made her feel angry. Angry at the blockerman, angry at Eddie, angry at herself, though she didn’t know why. ‘Come on, it’s not  much further now!’ she urged with a forced cheerfulness.

Panting and red-faced, they finally reached the top of the Hill and stood in the comparative shelter of the church wall, looking down over the sprawling city. Down over the grey slate roofs and black chimneys. Nearly all of them were sprouting smoke and this moved upwards to form a cloud under the already overcast sky. Beyond the rows of houses and shops were the tall, blackened buildings of the waterfront, the bonded warehouses, the three chimneys of the Clarence Dock Power Station – adding to the smoke. The five-sided clock tower and to the left the Royal Liver Building, known as ‘the black house’, the Cunard Building and the grand, domed building housing the offices of the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board. And then – grey and sluggish – the river itself. Its surface choppy for a cold wind was blowing in off the Irish Sea. And, as if they had strayed from the pack on its way northwards, a few snowflakes fell.

Louisa shaded her eyes with her hand and peered into the distance. Then she gave a little cry and grabbed Sall’s hand. ‘Look! Look, Sall! Right out there, beyond Perch Rock! There she is! There’s the good old Berry! Da’s on his way, Sall!’

Sall peered in the direction of Louisa’s outstretched arm and saw the black hull that even at this distance looked huge, and wished her da  was coming home on the Berengaria for Christmas laden down with presents. Lou was looking forward to Christmas, while she . . . it could be any time of the year for all the difference it would make in their house.




 Chapter Two
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AUNT BABSEY WAS STANDING in the scullery supervising Tommy, who was making a great to-do about having to wash his neck again. He tried reasoning with his mother. He’d only had a bath in the tub in front of the kitchen range the night before, his neck just couldn’t get dirty again so soon, it just wasn’t possible.

‘We have this performance every Sunday morning and if I have any more lip from you, meladdo, I’ll box your ears! I’ve enough to do today without you playing me up!’

Louisa stood in the doorway, smiling at the familiar scene.

‘And where have you been, Miss?’ Aunt Babsey demanded.

‘Up the Hill, Aunty. The Berengaria’s on her way in, she’s just passed Perch Rock.’

‘Were you born in a barn! Put the wood in the hole, you’re letting all the heat out!’

Louisa shut the door while Tommy, his mother’s attention diverted, grabbed the towel, rubbed his neck and face and darted towards the kitchen.

‘Aye, well it will take her another hour to get berthed, then another couple of hours to get all the passengers off, then half an hour to get the crew off, and you know your da is always one of the last, him being a greaser. He’s lucky he doesn’t have to stay on to take her into dock. Now get yourself upstairs and get changed for church!’

Babsey bustled past her and into the kitchen. She was a small woman, but wide-hipped and big bosomed, which made her appear larger. She had a swarthy complexion and dark hair, streaked here and there with grey, which she wore dragged straight back and twisted into a tight bun. Her round eyes, which could be likened to jet beads, were as bright as a bird’s and missed nothing. Physically she had little presence but she made herself felt by her temper and her tongue and both were feared by every member of the household and most of the immediate neighbourhood.

As Louisa followed her into the kitchen she immediately sensed that there was something wrong, although everything looked normal enough. Uncle Jim, in his Sunday shirt and trousers, was sitting by the fire reading the newspaper. His glasses were perched on the end of his nose and his shoulders were hunched slightly. Evvie was arranging the results of a night’s discomfort with some satisfaction in front of the mirror and Eddie was sitting eating his breakfast. But it was Eddie’s appearance that caught her  attention. He wore a clean shirt but with no collar or tie and his second best trousers, not those to his Sunday suit. Nor had his dark hair been slicked down with brilliantine. It didn’t even look as though it had been combed.

Aunt Babsey whisked the dirty dishes from the table with the speed of a magician practising ‘sleight of hand’, including her eldest son’s plate on which there still remained half a piece of fried bread. ‘Are you going to get yourself changed then, Eddie?’ Her mouth was set in a small, tight line.

‘I’ve told you, Mam, I’m not going! Not this morning or any other Sunday morning!’ He answered quietly, not looking at his mother.

Louisa looked across at Evvie who just raised her eyebrows and shrugged. For the past few weeks Eddie had been surly and reticent about their weekly trip to St George’s.

‘And that’s it, is it? Your final word? A nice thing, I must say! Can’t even give the Lord an hour of your time and after all He’s given you!’

‘It’s not that, Mam, and you know it! I just feel that, well . . . I’m too old to be traipsed along to church. I feel like a “cogger” going to mass!’

‘Don’t you dare talk like that in my house! Don’t you dare compare us to them! They have to go – for all the good it does most of them – we go from choice! Now, for the last time are you coming?’

Eddie stood up, towering over his mother but still refusing to look at her. ‘No, I’m not!’

Babsey’s chest rose and her chin jutted out as she turned towards her husband. ‘Jim MacGann, put that paper down and speak to your son!’

Jim looked up with resignation. He’d seen this coming for weeks now and he didn’t blame the lad. Not the way she marched them all up the Terrace together, as if to impress on the neighbours how much better they were. And why was it that when any of them did wrong, they were ‘his’ but on all other occasions they were ‘hers’ or ‘ours’? He knew Eddie was getting ribbed by his mates. On the Docks there were few labourers who went regularly to church. Except some ‘left footers’, another of the epithets by which the Catholic-Irish were known. Work and conditions were hard and rough and the men who worked on the four miles of Docks were a tough lot; most of them real ‘hard cases’ who had little time for religion. They had their own code of ethics though, and were in the main what he called ‘decent’. Eddie was eighteen, doing a man’s job and it wasn’t right that he should be treated like a fourteen-year-old lad.

He, himself, wasn’t a church-going man, but in his own way he felt he was a good Christian. Aye, better than some who were running to church every Sunday. It wasn’t often he dug his heels in with Babsey. He was placid by nature and let her  have her own way for the sake of peace, but he’d stood firm over his own form of worship years ago and now he was prepared to stand up for his son.

‘Now look, Babsey, he’s a grown man. He works, aye and damned hard. He brings in a wage and he’s a right to choose what he does with his time.’

‘Not until he’s twenty-one, he hasn’t!’

He ignored that. ‘He’s a right to his views, just as everyone else has and whether he goes or not is a matter for his conscience. Now let’s hear the end of it!’

Babsey knew she’d lost this battle. Jim could be cajoled, bullied or bribed – with subtlety – on most things, but when he decided to make a stand, she knew of old that nothing would budge him. Now he’d decided to take his son’s side. ‘All right, there’s an end to it! You suit yourself Eddie MacGann, but don’t think you can do as you like just because you work! I’ll just explain to the vicar that you’ve “outgrown” God! Evvie, don’t stand there gawking, give me a hand with these dishes! Do you intend to go to church in that old coat? If not, go and get changed, Louisa!’

As her Aunt and Evvie disappeared into the scullery, she glanced at Eddie. There was a smug expression on his face now and suddenly, as she remembered Sall, she decided that there was something new about Eddie. Something she didn’t really like and he’d taken all the sparkle off the day. This special day.

‘What’s up with your face, Louisa? You got a cob on as well?’ he asked pointedly.

‘No. You do what you want. I couldn’t care less if you never set foot in a church again, but did you have to choose today?’

‘What’s so special about today?’

Before she had time to reply, Uncle Jim raised his head, looked sharply at his son and said flatly, ‘Big John’s home today, that’s what special, isn’t it, girl?’

She threw her uncle a grateful look.

‘Well, there’s no need for her to get all airyated!’ came the cocky reply, now that his mother was out of sight and he’d got his own way.

‘You’d start a row in an empty house, Eddie.’ Uncle Jim sighed and returned to his paper.

‘I’m sorry,’ Eddie muttered, ungraciously.

She ignored his apology and went upstairs to put on her red and white dress and her best, dark-blue melton coat. Now Aunt Babsey would be cross and prickly all day. Eddie’s defection had taken the edge off her excitement.

They all stood in the kitchen while Aunt Babsey inspected them as if they were a row of soldiers on parade. Before they would walk up the street and come under the scrutiny of the neighbours, not one hair had to be out of place. Aunt Babsey was dressed entirely in black, from her black velour hat, adorned with its bunch of artificial violets, her wool coat with the curled  lamb collar, to her black stockings and rather old-fashioned, black, buttoned boots. Louisa had brushed her hair and caught it up at the sides and then secured her small-brimmed blue felt hat with a hat pin. Evvie looked neat in a dark green and white checked coat and a dark green hat which suited her fair complexion; Evvie took after her father in looks. Tommy was poking his finger between the starched collar of his shirt and his neck. He hated his tweed knickerbockers and jacket. They were ‘scratchy’ and smelled of moth-balls. His unruly, spiky hair had been plastered down with a wet comb and he twisted his cap between his hands, looking thoroughly glum.

He’d received a sharp box around the ears and a short, succinct lecture on ‘disrespect’ after he’d come downstairs singing the latest version of the old carol ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’. In his tuneless voice and at the top of it, he’d started ‘Hark the Herald Angels sing, Mrs Simpson’s pinched our King!’ He’d got no further and his left ear was still red, for the Abdication was no joking matter in his parents’ eyes. They, like the rest of the nation, were still deeply shocked.

‘Right, put that cap on, Tommy, then we’re ready!’ Aunt Babsey announced, giving Evvie’s hat a last pat and pulling Tommy’s cap further forward. Then, without a word to either her husband or her eldest son, she led them out.

‘It’s cold enough for two pair of bootlaces!’  Tommy muttered, wondering if there was any way he could possibly get out later and join his mates who would be sliding down the Terrace, using old tin trays or oven shelves as sledges.

It wasn’t easy trying to walk with dignity up a pavement that was almost a solid sheet of ice, Babsey thought, hanging on to the chain railings for support. She was annoyed with Jim for not supporting her and furious with Eddie, who had started to keep what she called ‘bad company’. She had wanted something better for him than labouring on the Docks, but with the way things were he was lucky to have a job at all. At least he had the sense to keep his nose clean and keep on the good side of Alf Browning. He thought he was smart did Eddie, but it had been she who’d ‘spoken’ to Alf Browning and she who’d told him to see the blockerman ‘right’. He wasn’t smart, wasn’t Eddie, but he was crafty and she’d have to keep her eye on him.

‘Mornin’ Mrs MacGann, looks like we’ll be’avin’ more snow, don’t it?’

The little group stopped as Babsey’s deliberations were interrupted by two of her neighbours who, despite the weather, were standing on their doorsteps, gossiping.

‘I hope not, we’ve had more than enough already and the Council should do something about these pavements, they’re downright dangerous!’

‘I was just saying that to you, wasn’t I, Dolly? Downright shockin’, they are!’

‘Aye, an’ those young hooligans from up Grecian Terrace haven’t made it any better!’ Dolly Unwin added.

Tommy’s hopes instantly faded and he glared at Mrs Unwin from under the peak of his flat cap.

‘Your Eddie not with you this mornin’, then?’ Mrs Gaskell asked, innocently.

‘No. Got a bit of a cold,’ Babsey lied, her gaze steady. Danny Gaskell worked with Eddie.

‘Your Da’s due in terday, Louisa, ain’t ’e?’ Mrs Unwin changed the subject.

‘He is and we’ll all be going down the Landing Stage later.’ Babsey forstalled any remark her niece was about to make. ‘It’s all go. Never a minute to myself.’

‘Oh, aye, it’s that all right! I don’t know how yer do it. I said ter you Flo, didn’t I? “ ’Ow that woman copes with the business, the ’ouse an’ everythin’ else, I don’t know!”’

Mrs Gaskell nodded.

‘Mostly because I don’t stand jangling on the front doorstep all day. Or spend all day Monday down the wash-house, jangling! I don’t hold with taking the washing down there – never have!’

Dolly Unwin sniffed. Babsey MacGann had a wash-house in the yard, complete with a boiler, dolly tub and mangle. No one else did.

‘My washing is done and on the line before half of them are back!’

Nonplussed by this open criticism of them both, Mrs Gaskell beamed. ‘An’ it’s a credit to yer, Mrs MacGann. I’ve never seen whites that bright. Do yer ’ave a special blue bag, like?’ It paid to keep well in with Babsey MacGann, especially if you were hoping for a loan.

‘No, just the usual “Dolly Blue”.’ Babsey’s head moved slightly in condescending appreciation and she made to walk on for both Evvie and Louisa were shuffling their feet, Tommy was stamping his loudly, but Mrs Gaskell wasn’t finished.

‘Mind, yer should see the stuff them Irish take ter wash, I’d be mortified! Me floor cloth’s in better shape!’

‘What do you expect from the likes of them! Not even washed properly, never mind rinsed! I’ve seen it on the lines, grey it is, and not from the smuts either! Wouldn’t know hard work if it hit them in the face!’

Dolly Unwin, who considered herself to be a fair-minded woman – now the last instalment of her loan was paid – looked thoughtful. ‘It pains me ter say it, but some of them are real ’ard workers. Take that Maggie Crowley. Every time I see that woman she’s step-dashin’. I said ter ’im once, only in passin’ mind, “That wife of yours is never off her knees, she’ll ’ave that step worn away!” And ’e laughed an’ said “Sure, if it’s not on her knees  scrubbin’, it’s on her knees prayin’ she is. I’ll tell you this Missus, she’s wastin’ her time prayin’ for our Mike to get the vocation to the priesthood. A fine young bucko is our Michael!”’

Babsey had heard enough. She had no interest in Maggie Crowley, or her son and she did not want to know about ‘vocations’.

‘Mam, my feet are so cold I can’t feel them!’ Evvie complained, tugging at her mother’s sleeve.

‘We’d better be off then, before we all freeze.’

As they resumed their journey, the two women wrapped their shawls more tightly around them and glanced at each other.

‘It won’t be no warmer in there an’ yer wouldn’t catch me sittin’ listenin’ ter “old misery guts” goin’ on for an hour about “Hell and Damnation”; not when I can sit in front of me own fire,’ Dolly Unwin said.

‘Looks like their Eddie’s church-goin’ days are over. Looks as though ’e’s finally stood up ter ’er. Our Danny said ’e was goin’ to.’

‘It’s a brave lad that’ll stand up ter that one!’ Dolly Unwin pronounced.

Inside the church it was cold and smelled damp and musty, despite the pinkish hue of the local sandstone which gave an illusion of warmth. They sat in their usual pew and despite the chill, it did look nice, Louisa thought. Bright and cheerful with the candles and the holly and ivy that decorated the altar and window recesses.

She wondered idly if their Catholic neighbours decorated their churches like this. She’d never been inside one or knew anyone who had, but they must do. They had processions on their Saints Days, when they carried plaster statues draped with flowers and their priests were decked out in bright, silk robes. All the girls wore white dresses and veils, though where they got them from she didn’t know, for they were all desperately poor. She couldn’t concentrate on the Reverend Bailey’s words, her mind kept wandering to the river and the Landing Stage. The Berengaria would be tied up now. The gangways would be down and the passengers would be coming ashore. There would be porters hurrying with luggage to the Riverside Station. Cars and cabs and waiting relatives and friends. There would be a happy sort of chaos. She wished impatiently that Reverend Bailey would get a move on, she wanted to see her da. But when the service was over, Aunt Babsey would stand talking to the vicar, which would prolong the agony of waiting. Then she remembered Eddie. Perhaps this morning her Aunt wouldn’t want to linger in the porch, making polite conversation and answering questions on the health and well-being of her family. She sincerely hoped not. She just wanted to see her da.

She always spotted him first amidst the crush for he towered head and shoulders over everyone else. Aunt Babsey said it was from him that she got  her height for she was tall for her age and still growing. She wanted to see his face break into the familiar grin when he saw her. He’d pick her up and hug her, even though she was ‘grown up’. She’d hug him back while protesting ‘Ah, stop it, Da! I’m too big now!’ But he’d just laugh and say ‘That’s a nice thing to say to your da after all this time!’ It was always the same. Then they’d go home with her hanging on his arm all the way, and he’d start handing out the presents. He always did this, even when it wasn’t Christmas. His case and old kitbag became an Aladdin’s cave, but this time it was Christmas. The Reverend Bailey’s voice intoned, ‘Let us pray’ and she bent her head dutifully, as if in prayer. In reality it was to hide her happy, glowing expression and the excited anticipation in her shining eyes.

 



When Sall had left Louisa she’d crept into the churchyard and leaned against an old gravestone. She often did this. She waited for the verger to open up, then she sneaked into the back of the church and would sit huddled at the far end of the pew and no one noticed she was there. She would stay through early service and leave before the late morning one. Then she would go round to Lou’s, after hanging around the corner of Bathesda Street to make sure they’d all gone.

It hadn’t been much warmer inside the church this morning though and she’d sat shivering, her  teeth chattering, and when she finally left and walked to the corner she’d thought they were going to stand talking to those two old biddies for ever; at last they’d moved on up the Terrace.

She knocked loudly on the scullery door as she pushed it open. ‘It’s me, Mr MacGann, Sally! Can I come in an’ gerra warm, I’m perished?’

She was standing in the doorway to the kitchen before she realized that Eddie was sitting at the table staring at her. Her hand went to her mouth. She hadn’t even noticed he wasn’t with the others; she’d been too cold and preoccupied, wishing they would move on. She didn’t like Eddie MacGann; there was something shifty about him. He never looked straight at you, not if he could help it.

Eddie turned to his father. ‘What’s she doing here?’

Jim MacGann looked at the shivering little figure and then at his son. ‘Come on in, Sall, girl, and stand by the fire. She comes nearly every Sunday, don’t you, Sall? She comes to see me, we have a good old jangle and what your Mam doesn’t see doesn’t hurt her,’ he added in a lower tone.

Hesitantly Sall approached the fire and spread out her hands towards the warmth, her back to Eddie. She could feel his eyes boring into her back and it made her skin prickle.

‘And how’s tricks at home this week then? Your da get taken on?’

She shook her head. ‘Only fer one day. That blockerman don’t like ’im,’ she added.

‘That’s his own fault, he’s a trouble-maker,’ Eddie said.

She turned around. ‘No, he ain’t! He only said what everyone else thinks! An’ ’e hasn’t got the money ter buy ’imself a pint, let alone anyone else!’

Eddie’s eyes narrowed. The hardfaced little bitch, he thought. So she came here every week, did she? Well, Mam would have something to say about that all right, even though he wasn’t exactly ‘in favour’ at the moment. As he stood up he intercepted a look from his father. A warning look. ‘I’m going to get myself changed and you’d better do the same Da. She’ll go mad if we’re not ready to go down to meet our John when they get back.’

His father ignored him, so pushing past Sall he made for the staircase.

‘I’m sorry, Mr MacGann, I shouldn’t ’ave said that.’

‘Don’t you worry your head about him, girl. Have you had anything to eat?’

‘I didn’t think ’e’d be here. Ain’t ’e goin’ ter church no more then?’

‘No. Now, have you eaten today?’

Again she shook her head and he got up, went into the scullery and in a few minutes returned with two thick slices of bread with a generous slice of cold meat between them.

She tried not to cram the food into her mouth. She felt much warmer now and she glanced furtively around, wondering if Eddie would come back. When she’d finished eating, she sat down on the floor in front of the range. ‘Will ’e tell the Missus about me?’ she asked.

‘No, he won’t, not if he knows what’s good for him!’ Jim MacGann answered with uncharacteristic grimness. ‘I’ll give you some potatoes and veg Sall, your Mam can make a pan of blind scouse. That’ll fill you all up until Monday and keep you warm, too.’

‘Ta, me Mam will be real grateful, but . . .’

‘But what?’

She began to pick at the frayed edges of the shawl, then she looked up at him openly. ‘We ain’t got nothin’ ter cook it on.’

He got up and went out through the scullery into the yard and came back with a small sack which he left by the scullery door. ‘There’s some wood and coal, take it with you.’

‘Aw, you’re real good Mr MacGann! Lou’s good, too, like. She’s goin’ ter lend me some things so I can gerra job.’ Jim MacGann smiled down at the earnest little face. He and Frank Cooper had grown up together, but Frank had always been a bit of a loudmouth and it had got him into trouble more than once. And this one was like him. She could stand up for herself, could young Sally, like the way she’d had a dig at Eddie just now.

‘That’s good, and even if your da isn’t taken on, there’s always the Christmas parcels.’

Her face lit up. She’d forgotten about that. They’d got one last year with oranges, tea, sugar, flour, a plum pudding and a turkey. They’d stuffed themselves so much that she’d been sick.

‘And I’ll send our Louisa and Tommy around with the sprouts and spuds and enough coal so your Mam can cook whatever they send. Now you stay there and thaw out. I’d better go and get ready.’

She smiled up at him and for a moment he thought that under the dirt and the rags, she was a pretty little thing.

He met Eddie on the landing.

‘Our Mam would go stark raving mad if she knew she was round here! Her clothes are heaving up!’

To his surprise his father caught him roughly by the shoulder. ‘You leave her where she is, she’s doing no harm and your mam is so obsessed with exterminating imaginary bugs, that the few Sall leaves behind won’t survive more than a couple of hours!’ He lowered his voice. ‘You’re getting too big for your boots, meladdo, and if you say anything about Sally Cooper then I’ll be having a few words to say about some of the things you get up to, and she’s already suspicious! Oh, I’ve seen you sloping off down the back of Cicero Terrace for Mogsey Green’s Pitch and Toss school. You  know how she hates gambling and illegal gambling, too! I took your part this morning over that church business because I happen to agree with you and because I know you’re getting a rough time of it at work because of it. I’m not deaf nor bloody daft! But you step out of line, lad, and I’ll put a stop to your gallop and don’t think I won’t! That poor kid’s starving and so is the rest of the family, and if you put your twopenny ’orth in to Browning about Frank Cooper I’ll take my belt off to you, big as you are! He’s got a family to keep. All you think about is booze, gambling and dressing up like a pox-doctor’s clerk!’

Eddie shook himself free. ‘I don’t hear you going on when I bring you the odd bottle that fell off the back of a cart or any “ ’Arry Freeman’s” that I can get past the scuffers on the gate!’

‘That mouth will get you hung one day, lad,’ came the cold reply, before his father opened the bedroom door and left him standing on the landing.

Eddie shrugged. He was all talk, was Da. Besides, Big John would be home soon. He liked his Uncle. He treated him as a man and he liked that. You could talk to John Langford about almost anything, ask advice, he was a man of the world; as his mates would say a ‘real good skin’. He straightened his tie and ran a hand over his slick hair. Of course Big John doted on Louisa. You’d think she was the Princess Elizabeth or the  Princess Margaret Rose the way he treated her. Would he approve of her having friends like that one downstairs? You never could tell with Big John. He shrugged, why should he bother himself with Frank Cooper’s dirty little brat, she wasn’t worth it. When Louisa started work she’d make other friends and drop the likes of Sally Cooper, just as Evvie had done.

Sall got to her feet when he came back downstairs but he ignored her. He picked up the newspaper, pulled his father’s chair backwards, away from her, then sat down, hiding his face with the paper.

She just stared at him. Sunday mornings wouldn’t be the same now, not with him there. Loath though she was to leave the warmth, she picked up the bag containing the vegetables and went through the scullery, adding the small sack to her burden. She thought about Doreen and the boots, then she shrugged. The coal and vegetables would more than make up for wearing the new boots and so would the thought of the Christmas parcel.




 Chapter Three
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JOHN LANGFORD CURSED HIS big frame for the hundredth time. Six feet three inches squeezed into one of the cramped cubby-holes in the bow section of the Berengaria and shared with fourteen other men, was a definite disadvantage and a downright nuisance. These small crew’s quarters were always untidy, except for the once weekly inspection by the captain, when everything was stowed away.

Even though the Berengaria was better than many ships he’d sailed on, little thought had been given to the comforts of the crew. When he’d first joined her he’d been a little uneasy, but he’d put that down to superstition. Originally she’d been the Imperator, the 52,226 ton pride of the Kaiser’s merchant fleet and launched by Wilhelm II himself. He’d laughed when Harry Webster, the Chief Engineer, had told him that when told that all German ships over 16,000 tons were forfeited to compensate for Allied losses, the Kaiser’s fury had been monumental.

‘Serves the bastard right!’ he’d replied, but he’d still felt uneasy. But it had passed.

Two rows of two-tier, iron-framed bunks left little space for a single table and two benches and the small, cube-shaped metal lockers that were totally inadequate. Now every bunk was strewn with half-packed gear. Suits and overcoats hung from the bunk ends and it was against one of these sharp projections that he’d once again caught his broad shoulder. He cursed aloud, picking up the small box he had dropped.

‘Yer awkward bugger! Yer could wind the Liver Clock!’ one of his mates joked.

He grinned back. His height had always been the cause for such comments and he was used to them. He pushed the box into his pocket and looked around, checking that everything was packed up.

‘Going up top, John?’ another asked.

‘Too bloody right I am! I’ve had enough of being stuck down here. Mind your backs!’

‘Duck, or ’e’ll ’ave yer bloody ’ead off!’ Taffy Davies yelled.

With some difficulty he swung his kit bag over his shoulder, tucked two brown paper parcels under one arm and picked up the battered case. With head and shoulders lowered he made for the doorway.

‘Don’t let the Chief see yer, all the “bloods” might not be off yet!’

‘Sod ’em! Happy Christmas!’ he called goodnaturedly over his shoulder.

All the quarters of the lower ranks of the crew were below the waterline and after sweating for twelve or more hours in the bowels of the engine room, then sleeping like sardines in a tin, as he put it, he was eager to get the stench of unwashed bodies, stale cigarette smoke and beer, oil and grease out of his nostrils. And he knew they would all be waiting. He’d been lucky, this was his sixth trip on the Berengaria. Usually he’d go down to the ‘Pool’ and sign on for whichever ship he could get. There’d been many who’d been out of work in the early thirties, but he’d been fortunate. He’d also not been home for Christmas for five years.

Taffy had been right, he thought, as he reached the promenade deck. A few passengers had still not disembarked and so, with unusual stealth for a big man, he made his way aft and up to the boat deck. Then he slid behind one of the metal spars that held the lifeboats.

He breathed deeply as his gaze wandered over the waterfront, familiar to seamen the world over. It was more than his job was worth to lean over the side to look for his family in case an officer looked up and saw him. He’d see them soon enough. He took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one and leaned back against the davit.

It was dirty, sprawling and smoke-grimed; poverty and affluence stood side by side, but it was Liverpool and it was home. Even the dirty, grey  water far below him was part of it. He loved his city and its river. That great, glaucous artery pumping out ships at the rate of ten or more a day, the gateway to the Atlantic and the world. Liverpool had a love affair with the sea, which provided work for most of its population in one form or another, in good times. He’d heard the words ‘It’s in the blood’ uttered by hundreds of men. Sometimes with pride; sometimes as an excuse to placate angry wives and sweethearts. He’d used the explanation himself, lamely, when Mary had shouted ‘You love the sea and those damned ships more than you love me!’

He sighed, his forehead furrowing, his eyes darkening with the painful memory and he stubbed out the cigarette butt. Mary. Sweet, gentle, well-brought-up Mary. He still missed her, even after all this time. He’d had other women since her death, sometimes he’d even paid for them – he was a man after all – though lately the fire of desire burned lower. He found solace in books and music, though he was ribbed unmercifully by his mates for indulging in such pastimes. Mary had been responsible for introducing both into his life and had carefully nurtured that interest, until it had blossomed.

She’d been a passenger on the old Mauretania. An only child, her parents had died tragically in an accident in Canada. She had been returning to Liverpool to live with an aunt and uncle. He’d  come upon her standing alone on the promenade deck, gazing at the black water far below. He’d come up top to breathe the fresh, salt air after twelve hours in the engine room. It was nearly two in the morning and at first he hadn’t noticed her, she’d been standing so still. It was only when she’d moved quickly and he’d thought she was going to jump overboard, that he’d covered the few feet of deck and caught her by the shoulders, uttering quietly, ‘Come on, luv, it can’t be as bad as all that!’ She’d looked up at him. A slight, pale girl with huge blue eyes and a mass of dark, wavy hair. Then she’d collapsed against him, sobbing. It had started that night, after he’d slowly drawn the pitiful story from her. The brief, snatched meetings; the gentle kisses and embraces, until he knew he was hopelessly in love with her.
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