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Chapter One

May 1926

 



Josie Lunt felt on edge. She was icing the words ‘Happy Birthday’ on a sponge cake for her daughter’s tenth birthday when her hand slipped.

‘Bother! I’ve smudged it.’ Usually Josie enjoyed cake decorating but worries were crowding in on her today.

Her daughter, Suzy, looked up from The Wind in the Willows, which she was reading for a second time because the library, like almost everything else, was closed.

‘It’s not smudged much, Mam. I think it looks lovely.’ Suzy’s brown eyes shone with pleasure. ‘I’m hungry. I’d love a slice of it now.’

‘You’ll have to wait until tomorrow. The stew’s ready - we’re just waiting for your dad.’ Josie’s gaze lingered fondly on her daughter.

Suzy was tall for her age, strong and well-built. Josie believed in giving her cod-liver oil and malt regularly, and saw that she always had plenty of good food. She wanted her to have a healthier, happier childhood than she’d had herself.

She was always looking for her own likeness in her child. Nature had given them uncompromisingly straight hair and they both longed for curls. For special occasions, Josie wound Suzy’s hair round rags the night before to make ringlets. For ordinary days she liked her daughter to wear her hair taken straight back from her high forehead and tied on the crown with a ribbon, but all too frequently Josie couldn’t spare the time to do this, or the ribbon would be lost. Left to dress on her own, Suzy would push a couple of kirby grips in to hold her hair back from her face.

Josie’s perm was growing out and her straight locks now ended incongruously in tight waves, but she thought cutting them off would not improve matters. Once her hair had been the same rich nut-brown colour as Suzy’s but now, at forty, a few grey hairs were beginning to show and the colour was fading.

Suzy took after her family rather than Ted’s. She’d inherited too much of her grandfather’s determined chin and forthright gaze to be a pretty child, but Josie hoped she’d blossom as she grew older. She herself had been considered good-looking in her youth, but now her waist was thickening from her own good cooking.

Suzy’s eyes met hers. ‘With Dad out on strike, will I be able to have candles on my cake?’

‘Yes, love.’

For Josie, that touched a nerve. It was the strike that was bothering her. Luckily, she had candles and holders left over from last year.

Where was Ted? She went to the living-room window and looked up the street. There was no sign of him though he’d said he wouldn’t be late. It was a grey overcast evening and chilly for the time of the year; the pavements glistened in the rain. She felt a shiver run down her spine.

Ted was happy in his job as a conductor with Liverpool Corporation Tramways. The thought of him being out on strike had scared them both sick. They’d been managing to make ends meet on his wage of two pounds fifteen shillings a week, augmented by Josie’s wage, but it didn’t give them much leeway.

Before she was married, Josie had worked as a cook in private houses. Once Suzy had started school, she’d begun working part time as a cook in the Imperial Hotel in Lime Street. Josie prided herself on being thrifty and had eighteen pounds saved up in the Liverpool Savings Bank, but with Ted on strike she feared her savings would soon be eroded.

Ted was worried too. ‘I’ve got to strike—no choice in the matter. Everybody else at the depot is coming out.’ He’d sounded desperate. ‘Most are militant. They say if some of us try to work and take a tram out, they’ll turn it over. They’re going to block the roads too. It’s not only the miners now but all transport workers, trains and buses as well as trams.’

‘Dockers and printers and engineers and lots of other trades,’ Josie had added. ‘There’s notices about it in shop windows.’

‘Have we got candles? There’ll be a run on them if the gas and electricity workers are coming out. It’s a general strike against the Government, love. But there’ll be strike pay from the trade union. They’ll give us what they can.’

Josie had sighed. ‘That’s not the same as being able to rely on your wages.’

She’d been so sure that she and Ted would be able to pay their way. They’d moved to these comfortable rooms in Upper Parliament Street three years ago. Living here was lovely and so quiet. They’d started their married life in rooms in Sparling Street and had been kept awake by the noise of shunting from Wapping Goods Station that had gone on all through the night. They’d had billowing smoke and smells and smuts there too, and had wanted to find a better place in which to bring up Suzy.

They thought the rent here expensive at six shillings and sixpence a week but reckoned the rooms were worth it. They had the middle floor of a large Georgian terraced house. The landlord and his wife lived on the ground floor and the Rimmers, another couple with a young son, rented the floor above.

Olga Rimmer was ten years younger than Josie, pretty, with curling light brown hair and a plump face dominated by saucer-sized tawny eyes. She was friendly and so was her son, Frankie, who was in Suzy’s class at school. The Lunts had made friends here and were happily settled.

They had a living room and a bedroom for her and Ted, both lovely big rooms. Best of all, they had a bathroom to themselves, though the gas stove was in it too. Josie found it strange to be doing her cooking there. The kitchen was big enough to take Suzy’s bed, her chest of drawers and a chair as well as her toys. Josie had been able to curtain off Suzy’s area, though it had taken yards and yards of pink material and had cost a lot. She’d had to curtain the window into Suzy’s cubicle, which shut off the light from the kitchen sink, but you couldn’t have everything in this life.

Josie saw this general strike taking away their financial wellbeing. Already they were feeling the pinch and she’d had to spend some of the money she’d saved. She was full of foreboding.

Ted had explained it all to her. Wages were said to have doubled since the beginning of the war, and though prices had increased, the Government was saying they were only seventy-five per cent higher. But employers were having problems making ends meet and the Government wanted to reduce wages and increase hours of work. The workers didn’t think this was fair and were not going to put up with it. They meant to bring the country to a standstill.

She and Ted had talked over what they could do. He’d said: ‘I’ll try and get another job, one with regular hours and no shifts. Even if it doesn’t pay much more I could add to my wages by working in the bar at the Imperial too.’

‘Better if we weren’t both there together,’ Josie had replied. ‘I’d rather one of us was here with Suzy.’

The school holidays had been difficult when Suzy was younger and so Josie had settled for regular hours on Friday and Saturday evenings. If Ted’s shifts didn’t allow him to be home, then she’d asked Olga Rimmer upstairs to keep an eye on Suzy and put her to bed.

She said: ‘Suzy’s nearly ten, old enough to manage on her own now. I’ll work more hours. The boss is always asking me if I will.’

‘I don’t like you working all hours. You never stop when you’re at home.’

‘We’ll have to see how things turn out. If I have to, then I will.’

‘I do appreciate all you do for me, Josie.’ Ted’s eyes had been full of gentle kindliness. ‘You never complain, though I don’t earn much. You’re always ready to help, nothing’s too much . . . ’

‘For you it isn’t.’ He’d always been so loving. Forgiving, too. Not many men would have accepted a wife like her. Her father had said she was shopsoiled and would never get a decent husband, but she had. She’d had eleven wonderful years with Ted. Never once had he mentioned the affair she’d had with Ray Bissell. They hadn’t spoken of it again since the night she’d told him.

Josie had been a nervous wreck at the time. She’d had to tell Ted. She’d wanted to be fair to him and have everything out in the open. She’d wanted him to know before he committed himself, but at the same time she was terrified he’d not want her when he knew. However, her fears had never been realised.

‘I love you,’ he’d said, ‘and I want to marry you. What happened is over and done with. It has been for years, since long before we met. I shall forget it, put it out of my mind, and so should you.’

But giving birth to a son was not something Josie could put out of her mind. She’d been just eighteen. First there was the horror of trying to keep her pregnancy hidden and then the shame and the awfulness of the home for unmarried mothers.

Those memories were fading with the years. She could even find reasons to believe the mistake hadn’t been all hers. She’d been sixteen when she’d first met Ray Bissell; he was her first boyfriend and he’d swept her off her feet. He’d been thirty-one, a handsome sailor who’d taken a job on the Mersey ferries so he could stay home and be near her. He’d seemed so caring and attentive. He’d talked of marriage and the home they’d set up together, but as soon as she’d told him a baby was on the way he’d abandoned her and signed up for a two-year voyage on a ship going deep sea.

There was so much from that time she wanted to forget, but it was impossible to forget the baby. She’d nursed him for six weeks and listened to what Nurse Silk and the Reverend Ingleby-Jones had had to say about the adoption process. They were united in their opinion.

‘Undoubtedly much the best thing for both mother and baby. You’re all young single girls—you won’t be able to provide adequately, nor bring up a child properly. By accepting the adoption process, you will be giving your children two parents and a financially secure childhood in a Christian home.’

When the time came for Josie to leave the home, she felt her baby had been ripped from her arms. She’d wanted very much to keep her son, but felt unable to do so.

She’d been put out of the house where she was working as soon as her pregnancy became impossible to hide. After that, she went home to keep house for her father, her mother having died when she was a child, and she also worked in a café. Her father had refused to let her bring the child home.

‘I’m not having a bastard in my house. I don’t mind supporting you, but I draw the line at your bastard. I’m not bringing him up. Such a disgrace, and who’s going to look after him when you’re at work? Get him adopted. Get rid of him. Much the best thing.’

Josie hadn’t seen any way in which she could support a baby as well as herself. She had nowhere to go, if she didn’t go home to Pa. She’d had to let her baby go.

She’d called him Robert, after her father, in the vain hope that he’d relent and let her keep him. Little Robert had had such soft down on his head . . . That would have long since gone, of course. He’d been born on the first of April 1904 and she’d thought of him almost every day since and particularly on his birthday. She’d had to imagine what he was like as a boy. She hoped he was happy and had a good home. He’d be twenty-two now, a grown man.

Josie looked at the clock. It was after six. She hadn’t seen Ted since his driver, Luke Palmer, had come to fetch him just after lunch.

Ted hadn’t known Luke for very long. They’d been working together on the number 33 electric tramcar that travelled the route between Garston, Dingle and the Pier Head for only the last month or so.

‘Luke’s larger than life,’ Ted had told Josie. ‘Plenty of go about him. The sort who always stands up for his rights and persuades all the other workers to do the same.’

The middle classes were turning up at the depots and taking the trams out on the road. Solicitors and accountants - they all thought they could drive a tram.

‘They think it’s great fun,’ Ted had said, ‘and they think they’re doing their duty and supporting the Government by keeping the transport system running. And they’re unloading ships and delivering mail and everything else.’

Luke Palmer and many of Ted’s other colleagues saw that as strikebreaking and wanted to stop it. That was what they’d planned to do this afternoon.

‘We’ll go down to the depot and see what’s going on,’ Luke had said.

‘Which depot?’ Ted had asked. Their tram ran from the Dingle Depot but most of the trouble was in the bigger ones.

‘I thought we could go down to Edge Lane. Most of the lads are going there.’

Josie was feeling more uneasy by the moment. Ted had brought home a copy of the British Gazette, a newspaper the Government was publishing daily, as all the national newspapers had disappeared because of the strike. She had read that there was increasing violence, that in some places police were clearing the streets of angry workers with baton charges and armoured cars.

She put the birthday cake in the cupboard that served as a larder and laid the cloth on the living-room table.

‘We might as well have our tea. I can warm up Daddy’s when he comes home.’

‘He’s coming now, Mam.’ Suzy was at the front window.

‘Oh good. Just in time. I’ll drain the potatoes and then we’ll be ready.’

‘He’s got that man with him, the one who came before, Mr Palmer. They’re coming up.’

Josie flung open the door and rushed across the landing to look down. Ted had one hand splayed across the mahogany banister as he hauled himself up. Luke was supporting him on the other side. She could see that Ted’s face was white and he was biting his lip as he climbed. At that moment, she felt all her fears explode within her.

‘Ted? Are you all right? What’s happened?’

He reached the living room and collapsed on his easy chair. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute.’ He sounded out of breath. He smiled at Suzy.

‘Daddy? Are you hurt?’

Josie turned on Luke. ‘What’s happened?’

He was twisting his cap in his hands, looking apologetic. Luke, a big man with big hands who dwarfed Ted, acted as their trade union convener.

‘There was a bit of a tussle at the depot, like. Volunteers were taking out the trams. We had to stop them, didn’t we? Ted got hurt in the scuffle.’

Josie was horrified. ‘You’ve been fighting, Ted?’

‘No, love, you know me.’ She did: Ted would be the last person to fight.

‘He got caught up in it,’ Luke continued. ‘He was just a bystander, got a bump on his head. Here, look, on the back. He caught his head on the tram platform as he went down. It isn’t much.’

‘He fell?’

‘I got knocked over,’ Ted told her ruefully. ‘Somebody sent me flying.’

‘So there was a fight?’

Luke was defensive. ‘Sort of. I’m sorry but you’ve got to fight for what you want in this life. I don’t just fight for myself, Josie, I do it for the men I work with.’

She couldn’t help pursing her lips. Luke was the sort who would enjoy a fight. He had dark, almost swarthy skin; a handsome man who walked tall with his head held high. He looked like a man who was going places—not at all like Ted, who was gentle-eyed and kind.

‘Ted didn’t do much.’

Josie examined his wound and was reassured. It was just a graze, with a bit of swelling round it.

‘Let me put a plaster on,’ Suzy begged. ‘That’ll make you better, Daddy.’

‘You can wash it,’ Josie told her. ‘Better without a plaster. It would stick to his hair.’

‘I’ll leave you, Ted,’ Luke Palmer told him. ‘You’re in good hands now you’re back with your missus. You’ll come with me again tomorrow, won’t you? We’ve all got to stick together, to stop these strikebreakers.’

‘No,’ Suzy burst out. ‘No, Daddy, don’t you go again. I’m afraid you’ll get hurt. Mam’s afraid you’ll get hurt too.’

Luke said awkwardly: ‘I’ll come round tomorrow to see how you are. You can make up your mind then.’

Josie listened to his footsteps clattering downstairs.

‘A clean face cloth, Suzy, and some warm water and soap. Just make sure that graze is clean.’

‘Like you do my knees when I fall down?’

‘That’s right. Honestly, Ted, I’d have thought Luke could have done that for you. There’s a washroom there, isn’t there? I’ll dish up our tea. The cabbage will be overcooked already. I didn’t expect you to be this late.’

‘What time is it, Josie? I seem to have lost track. I passed out and they put me to lie down for a while.’

‘It’s half six. I was worried about where you’d got to.’

‘I didn’t realise it was that late.’

‘Does that make it feel better, Daddy?’ Suzy dabbed gingerly at the graze.

‘Yes, I’m all right, love.’

‘Are you sure?’ Josie asked.

‘Just a bit of a headache.’

‘An aspirin? You’ll feel better when you’ve eaten.’

‘Yes,’ he agreed, but moments later he said: ‘I feel a bit sick. I can’t eat any tea. Sorry, love.’

Then he snatched the bowl of water from Suzy and vomited into it.

‘Yuck, Dad.’

‘Ted!’ Josie rushed to empty the bowl in the bathroom. ‘Come and lie down on the bed for a bit. You’ll be better if you have a little sleep.’

Josie settled him on their bed and found him the aspirins while Suzy filled a tumbler with water. Then she dished up two helpings of the stew with cabbage and mashed potato.

‘Will Daddy be all right?’ Suzy asked anxiously as they ate.

Josie’s own head was reeling with the same worry. She was relieved when an hour later Ted got up and came back to his chair. She warmed his meal up for him and he ate it. ‘I feel better now,’ he told them.

‘Well enough to play cards with me, Daddy?’

Josie said: ‘Not tonight, love. Daddy won’t feel up to it. You read.’

‘I’ve been reading a lot already today.’

Ted said: ‘I’m all right. Get the cards out then; we’ll have one game. What’s it to be, snap?’

‘Rummy, Daddy. That’s what we played last night.’

‘All right.’

‘Just for half an hour,’ Josie said, sitting down at the table. ‘You still look white.’

‘I’ll be as right as rain in the morning.’

‘You’ll have to be, because it’s my birthday,’ Suzy told him. ‘And you promised you’d take me to New Brighton.’

‘So I did, but we won’t be able to go, love. There’s this strike on. No trams running, no trains or boats or omnibuses either.’

‘I thought you said that volunteers were driving the trams?’

‘They are, and the buses, but we couldn’t go all the way to New Brighton. We mightn’t be able to get back.’

‘We’ll do something,’ Josie told her. ‘Even if it’s only to go for a walk together.’

They played for the best part of an hour and Ted won. ‘I’ve had enough,’ he yawned. ‘And it’s time you were going to bed, Suzy.’

Josie said: ‘Shall I put rags in your hair so you’ll have curls tomorrow?’

‘Yes, please. Frankie says it’s silly to make curls. He says he prefers straight hair like mine rather than his curls. I wish we could swap.’

 



Suzy didn’t know what woke her up. Everything was pitch-black and she was fuzzy with sleep. The hard knots in the rags were uncomfortable when she lay on them. She lifted her head from the pillow and realised there was quite a commotion in the next room. It sounded as though there were a lot of people there, almost as if there was a party. It came again. It was her mother’s voice, and she sounded terrified.

‘Ted! Ted, talk to me. Wake up, will you?’

Suzy’s stomach was filled with cramps as she shot out of bed. There was something very infectious about Mam being frightened.

She blinked in the brightness. Every light seemed to be on in the bedroom, the living room and on the landing. Mrs Maynard, who was married to their landlord and lived downstairs, threw her arms round Suzy and tried to lead her back to her bed in the kitchen.

Suzy fought to free herself. ‘Let me go. Let me go. Mam?’

‘Come back to bed. Your mam will come and see you in a minute.’

‘Ted, oh, Ted!’ she heard her mother scream.

Suzy responded to her mother’s panic, twisting free and shooting back to the living room. There were ambulance men there, lifting Daddy’s lifeless body on to a stretcher.

‘Daddy!’ Suzy’s terror boiled over. It was her mother’s face that truly frightened her. Tear-stained and anguished, she was crying noisily like a child. ‘Where are they taking him?’

‘To hospital, love.’

Mam put her arms round her then. Once the stretcher had gone, Olga Rimmer from upstairs made a pot of tea. Suzy shared Mam’s chair at the table. Once the neighbours went, Mam led her back to her bed and got under the bedclothes with her. Suzy could feel her body shaking with sobs.

‘Daddy lost consciousness. I thought he was just asleep but I couldn’t wake him.’

‘Won’t he wake up in the morning?’ Though Suzy knew before she asked that he wouldn’t. She knew everything had changed for them.

‘No, love, I don’t think so.’ She heard the sob in Mam’s throat. ‘He’d stopped breathing before the ambulance came. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

Suzy felt the tears burning her eyes. ‘Daddy’s dead?’




Chapter Two

Suzy woke up to find her mother looking down at her with red and swollen eyes. She’d never seen Mam so upset before, and her stomach churned. That Daddy had died in the night came instantly back to her mind.

‘Suzy, love . . . If only I could wish you a happy birthday . . . ’

‘It can’t be, not this one.’ With Daddy gone that was impossible. Impossible to think of anything else today.

‘Why did Daddy die? I mean, what made him die? He seemed all right when I was getting ready for bed.’

She heard her mother catch her breath. ‘I don’t know either, love. Not really. Unless he had a heart attack. I’ve heard of people dying suddenly with that.’

Mam was making a big effort; taking the rags out of her hair and combing it round her fingers to make ringlets. Suzy watched her in the mirror.

‘You look lovely,’ Mam assured her. It was the way Suzy looked on the special days in her life, her birthday look.

She felt too sad to have a birthday. Mam could do nothing but cry. Neighbours kept coming and going, all trying to be sympathetic, but they were making Mam worse. It seemed almost an afterthought when, in the late morning, Mam took her by the hand and led her to the bedroom she’d shared with Daddy. She felt in her wardrobe and brought out a parcel.

Suzy knew what it was; she unwrapped it carefully. ‘A lovely new dress.’ It was of crisp cotton and had blue flowers on a white background.

‘For the summer.’

Mam had made it for her. Once the main pieces were tacked together, Suzy had had to try it on to make sure it would fit. It had been all pins and loose threads then. Now it was finished and neatly pressed.

‘It’s lovely, Mam. Thank you.’

‘Daddy made something for you too.’ From under the bed Mam brought out a pair of stilts. ‘Daddy thought you wouldn’t mind that they weren’t wrapped. They’d take so much paper.’

Suzy was blinking hard as she ran her hand over the smooth, beautifully varnished wood.

‘I didn’t see him make them. I didn’t know . . . ’

‘He couldn’t make them here and, anyway, he wanted them to be a surprise. He made them round at his friend’s house. You’ve heard him talk of Wally Simpson?’

Suzy tried to swallow the lump in her throat.

‘Daddy saw some stilts in Bunney’s window last Christmas and thought they’d be just the thing for you. He was sure you’d like them.’

‘I do. I love them.’ Suzy hugged them to her.

‘Something new for you to play with.’

She didn’t feel like playing this morning and she’d never dare play with these. She didn’t want them to be anything less than perfect because Daddy would never make anything else for her.

‘Where is he now?’ she asked her mother.

‘At the hospital, like I told you. They have to find out why he died so suddenly.’

Nothing could be the same ever again. Despite the new dress and the stilts, Suzy had never felt so low. She’d had a happy childhood. Her father had loved both her and her mother, but all that had gone.

Josie felt in a total ferment. Normality had gone for good. She hardly knew what to do with herself. Suzy was clinging to her skirt and looking woebegone.

They were dusting the living room when the little girl asked: ‘Mam, if you died too, what would happen to me? Who would look after me?’

That brought Josie out in goose pimples. It echoed her own terrible insecurity. She’d flopped down on the couch and pulled Suzy down beside her to give her a hug. If Ted could die so suddenly and silently so might Suzy—so might she. She felt that any minute the same thing could happen again. What was there to stop it? Josie knew she had to take a grip on herself.

She said with as much confidence as she could muster: ‘I’m not going to die. I’ll be taking care of you until you’re grown up.’

‘How can you be sure? You didn’t know about Daddy. He didn’t either, I’m sure he didn’t. He’d have told us if he had, wouldn’t he? How d’you know it won’t happen again?’

Josie didn’t know. Cold shivers ran down her spine. ‘I just know. Nothing is going to happen to me. The trouble is, there’ll be just the two of us. We won’t have Daddy.’

Suzy cried then. She hadn’t cried in the night and it had bothered Josie that she was bottling up her feelings. Suzy had thought the world of her father. Tears should bring release. For herself, she’d cried so much already, but still felt on the brink of tears all the time.

Ted was proud of having been employed on the Liverpool Corporation Tramways for fifteen years. He got on well with the other conductors and drivers. He’d told Josie about the rest times they had in the canteen at the depot, where they all got to know each other.

She knew several of the conductors. They wouldn’t accept a fare from her when she travelled into town to work. If an inspector got on unexpectedly they would come up smiling and give her a ticket, but usually she travelled without. They were a good crowd and looked after each other where they could.

Ted would have liked to have spent more of his precious leisure time with them, but Josie had had to work and, now it was too late, she resented the time she’d spent cooking at the hotel while he was at home looking after Suzy. He hadn’t wanted her to do it, but she’d felt she had to add to the family income.

She and Ted had talked it over many times. Now Suzy was getting older Josie had been thinking about trying to get a job in a canteen or café that did lunches only. The long school holidays had stopped her doing that before. That and the fact that she enjoyed cooking dinner at the Imperial Hotel two nights each week. She liked her fellow workers, and the boss let her take leftover food home. She and Ted had often eaten a good supper when she’d got home, and frequently there were bits for lunch the next day.

She heard the front doorbell ring, and a moment or two later Mrs Maynard called: ‘Are you there, Josie? It’s someone for you.’

She could see Luke Palmer, cheerful and smiling, standing at the open door as she went slowly downstairs.

‘How’s Ted this morning? Better, I hope, and ready to come and do his bit?’

That brought stinging tears to her eyes again. She was full up and hardly able to speak. ‘He’s dead.’ She swallowed. ‘Died in the night.’

Luke’s mouth dropped open. The shock and horror on his face made her feel worse.

‘What happened?’

‘Come up. I’ll tell you.’

He took her hand sympathetically. ‘How awful. Poor Ted. Poor you too. It must be dreadful for you.’

Josie was weeping openly; she couldn’t help it. Luke’s arm went round her shoulders in a hug, but she broke free and stumbled upstairs.

In the living room, Suzy was still nursing her new stilts. Her eyes were unwelcoming when she saw Luke.

His tone was authoritarian. ‘You’re Suzy, aren’t you? Your dad told me about you. Make a cup of tea for your mother, will you?’

She scurried off obediently but Josie saw the flare of resentment. Poor Suzy - she was hurting too.

‘Make a cup of tea for us all, please, love,’ she added.

Josie did her best to explain what had happened, but she wished she knew more. That the reason for Ted’s death seemed something of a mystery made it all the more upsetting.

The ambulance man had said: ‘He’s stopped breathing. I’m afraid he’s already dead. We’ll take him to the morgue. There’ll have to be a post mortem to find the cause.’

Not to know why . . . It took away every last feeling of normality, of safety.

Luke stayed quite a long time. He was clearly upset too.

‘A terrible thing to happen. Ted said he wasn’t hurt bad. I’d have taken him to hospital if I’d known . . . I hope you don’t think it’s my fault.’

Josie blamed herself. She wanted to shut herself away in her bedroom where she could have peace to think of Ted. Luke had no sooner gone than Olga Rimmer from upstairs came down with two plates of hotpot on a tray.

‘I’m sure you don’t feel like cooking, but you must both eat.’

She was looking at Suzy and that made Josie feel guilty. She hadn’t given the first thought to making a meal for her daughter. There was a bank of sympathy in Olga’s tawny eyes, but Josie felt she couldn’t face any more of it.

‘Do you still want me to bring Frankie down at tea time? I know you asked us but—’

‘Yes,’ Josie said quickly. ‘Do come.’ That it was Suzy’s birthday was making things ten times harder. ‘Better if we stick to what we planned. Besides, I’ve made a cake and scones and jelly in paper cases . . . Poor Suzy, she’s having a horrible birthday.’ And worse, every future birthday would remind them both of this melancholy day. Josie ached inside.

Olga and Frankie came promptly at four o’clock as arranged. Josie saw Suzy smile for the first time that day as Frankie gave her a birthday card and a bar of chocolate. He also brought a new card game down of his own, and they began to play.

Josie had planned this little celebration for the four of them with afternoon tea and cakes. She’d intended them to sing ‘Happy Birthday to You’ before Suzy blew out her candles. Then, when Ted came home at six they’d have high tea and afterwards she’d relight the candles and they’d have what remained of the birthday cake for afters.

Now she decided against singing at all. It wasn’t a happy birthday and nothing could make it so. No candles either. They’d keep until next year.

 



Luke Palmer was shaking. It had come as such a shock; the last thing he’d expected to hear. Ted Lunt was dead!

Once outside Ted’s house, the tea he’d drunk rose in his throat and he had to stand still on the pavement, taking great gulps of air. This on top of everything else. As if he hadn’t enough troubles. God, he needed a proper drink; he’d have to find a pub.

It wasn’t his fault. Nobody could blame him for what had happened. Yes, he’d had to persuade Ted to go with him to the depot. He’d had to persuade all the lazy good-fornothings to get off their backsides and do something to help the cause. Ted would have sat back at home if he hadn’t fetched him to do his share. He should have known Ted wasn’t the sort to look after himself; he couldn’t see trouble coming and get out of the way. Truly, he’d been a bit dozy. This was his own fault.

Luke staggered blindly down the street, almost bumping into an old woman in black with a shawl drawn close about her head and shoulders—a Mary Ellen they called them round here.

He could hardly believe Ted was dead! He’d been planning to take him down to the Pier Head this morning. There’d been plenty of action there yesterday. An urchin kicking a tin can ran into his legs, but Luke was so shaken, he couldn’t even swear at him.

Here was a pub, the door was standing open - the Flag and Sailor; it would do. He stumbled into the public bar and had to push his way through the crowd to order a double brandy. The talk all round him was of the General Strike. This private landlord was making good money out of it. The voices drummed in Luke’s ears. He felt the warmth of the brandy running down his throat, then steadying his head and settling his stomach. What a thing to happen!

He’d always been a little envious of Ted. He’d spoken with such contentment of his little family and his nice home. Luke had liked the look of Josie when they’d first come face to face yesterday. He’d thought her caring and affectionate to Ted. Not a beauty any more, but he bet she had been in her youth. Today, there’d been a quiet dignity about her, though she was clearly devastated by Ted’s death.

Luke ordered another brandy into his glass and a bottle of whisky to take home; he scuffed his boot into the sawdust on the floor while he waited. Everything was going wrong for him. His life was in chaos. Ida, the bitch, had walked out on him last week. She knew how much he dreaded being left by himself, but she no longer cared what happened to him. Women were like that. They used him for their own ends. Women always had. He felt left in the lurch, rejected. He was having to scrape together his own meals and there was nobody to take care of the washing. Nobody to warm his bed either.

He’d needed a drink or two to get through the days that followed, but the boss had called him into the office and given him a warning. He’d accused him of being on duty the worse for drink. It was a gross exaggeration. He’d had one beer, just one beer. Nobody was the worse for drink on one beer. He’d had to have it to help him through the morning. The boss picked on him. He’d sent him home before the end of his shift and docked his pay. The gaffer knew where to put his foot in to hurt him. This strike was a godsend. It was giving him a break. Nobody needed that more.

Damn Ida, she was nothing but an idle trollop anyway. He’d find someone else. Someone better. Someone who’d really appreciate him. He’d break Ida’s neck if he could get his hands on her. He’d told her that several times. No doubt, she’d take good care to stay out of his way.

He thought about Josie, bowed with grief at the moment, but yesterday, he’d quite fancied her. He ought to do something to help her. He hoped the crowd at the tram depot weren’t going to say Ted’s death was his fault. It certainly wasn’t—his conscience was quite clear on that - but he usually got the blame for things that went wrong.

Luke felt all the fight had been knocked out of him by Ted’s death. He’d go home instead of going to the Pier Head. He bought himself some fish and chips for his dinner on the way. His mouth was watering with the succulent smell but with the whisky under his arm it was impossible to unwrap his newspaper parcel and start eating.

He pushed open his front door and let himself into his fetid living room. The window was jammed. Ida had told him she couldn’t get it open, and he’d been meaning to do something about it for some time. It was a miserable dump - he’d never been able to get Ida to do much cleaning. She’d been lazy, and she’d also been a tight-fisted bitch who wouldn’t hand over any of the money she’d earned. The place seemed worse than usual after looking at Ted’s living room.

He poured himself a whisky, threw himself into his sagging armchair and ate his fish and chips. He was hungry - he’d had no breakfast because there was nothing to eat in the house. It was awful having no woman rushing to put a filled plate on the table in front of him. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to living alone.

As a child he’d been hungry: his mother hadn’t cared whether she fed him or not. She’d been just as rejecting as Ida. And Leila before her.

 



It was easily the worst birthday Suzy had ever had, and the next day wasn’t any better. She wanted Mam to go out for a walk with her. Mam wasn’t keen but she’d almost persuaded her when that Mr Palmer came round again.

There was something about Mr Palmer that gave Suzy the shivers. He had a big, big nose that wasn’t completely straight - the sort of nose you noticed before you saw anything else of his face. Suzy didn’t like him. It was his fault Daddy had been killed. 

Now she was taking a second look, he was taller and broader and stronger than Daddy had been; a huge man, a giant of a man. When she’d described him like that to Mam last night, she’d said: ‘He’s a gentle giant.’

But that wasn’t how Suzy saw him. He seemed anything but gentle. His hair was almost black, his skin swarthy; but it was his eyes that really scared her. Everything else about him was large but his eyes were small and deeply hooded and flashed with dark anger.

They were eyes that could bore into her, they followed her around the room; the sort of eyes that had the power to see her even when she took refuge from them in the kitchen. They seemed to see right into her mind.

Luke Palmer knew how she felt about him - not exactly scared, but apprehensive about the power he had. He had the will and the strength to hurt her and hurt Mam. Suzy was tall for her age but he made her feel weak and puny.

Big Nose had brought several packages with him. Suzy thought at first they were belated birthday presents for her. Mam had told him yesterday that it was her birthday when she’d taken three cups of tea on a tray into the living room for them. But Mr Palmer was giving the packages to Mam. She was opening them up. He’d brought eggs and cheese and butter.

‘Thank you, Luke.’

‘I was afraid you might be short. With Ted, you know . . . ’

‘We’re going to be very short. It’s kind of you.’

Suzy couldn’t understand why Mam sat talking to him like this. He stayed until Mrs Rimmer came down from upstairs with a pie for their dinner.

When they’d eaten it and cleared away, Suzy asked Mam to go to the park for a walk, but Mam shook her head. Suzy couldn’t remember a time when Mam had refused to do things with her like this.


Josie felt half paralysed over the next few days and hardly knew what she was doing. Ted’s death had ripped her life apart.

And the General Strike, over which the tramway workers had so worried and fought, had collapsed after nine days and had achieved nothing. Only the miners were still out. Everybody said they were glad to see the country functioning again as it should, but Josie blamed the strike for Ted’s death and felt very bitter about it.

Anger was beginning to boil up inside her. Why did it have to be her Ted? She couldn’t believe that he’d died so silently, so suddenly. He’d been quiet in life and quiet in death too, but a wonderful man – a loving and caring husband and father. They’d been such a happy family. The circumstances in which he’d died made everything worse.

Josie was told she’d have to attend the Coroner’s court inquest and answer questions. She was dreading it.

‘I’m dreading it too,’ Luke told her. ‘I’ve been told to attend as well. I’ll call for you and we’ll go together.’

Josie sent Suzy to school that day and arranged with Olga Rimmer to keep an eye on her if she was home before her.

Luke came to collect her promptly, and Josie was glad she didn’t have to attend by herself. The bosses from the tramway service were seated in the court when they arrived. Luke pointed them out to her. Josie didn’t know them except by name. Ted had kept his home life and his work apart as most good husbands did.

She heard then that two other men had been hurt at the same time as Ted. Both were called to the witness stand; both described the fracas that had taken place as ‘a running battle’. They said they were volunteers, trying to take a tram out to maintain the service, when a crowd blocked the tramlines. They’d had to stop, and the crowd, thought to be mainly of militant employees of Liverpool Corporation Tramways, had boarded the tram and attacked them with clubs and stones and broken bottles.

They were hauled bodily off the tram and were hurt. Then one of the managers had sent for an ambulance and they’d been taken to hospital. One had suffered a broken arm, and the other cuts and grazes.

Josie’s head swam with grief when she heard that. Why hadn’t they taken Ted to hospital too?

Luke was called next. He spoke clearly, with great confidence. He denied there had been much of a fight, describing it as ‘just a skirmish’. Ted had accidentally been thrown off balance and had banged his head as he’d fallen. It had knocked him out but Ted had said he was all right and didn’t seem much hurt. He’d had a nose bleed but that hadn’t lasted long. Ted had said he didn’t want to go to hospital, he didn’t think it was needed. Luke had taken him home.

Then Josie was called. It was all she could do to keep her tears under control. She agreed that Ted didn’t seem badly hurt and described his wound as minor. When questioned, she said he’d seemed much as usual though he’d had a headache and had vomited. Four hours after he came home, when they were getting ready to go to bed, he’d complained of seeing double and having funny shapes before his eyes, and his breathing had seemed irregular. Once in bed, she’d thought he was settling down to sleep and had tried to sleep herself. Suddenly, she’d realised he wasn’t breathing at all and when she tried to wake him, she couldn’t. Then she’d panicked.

She was in tears when she sat down. It was Luke who pressed a clean handkerchief into her hand and patted her arm to comfort her.

A doctor was called next. Josie tried hard to concentrate on what he was saying. ‘The post mortem showed massive internal bleeding into the brain which was commensurate with the injuries as had been described.

‘Following a head injury, a patient can have massive internal bleeding without any external bleeding wounds on the head. And bleeding under the skull can begin immediately after the injury is sustained, or it can be delayed for several hours, as would appear to have been the case in this instance. Mr Lunt should have been taken straight to hospital.’

That floored Josie. She gasped at Luke: ‘He needn’t have died?’

The Coroner asked the same question of the doctor.

‘I’m not saying it would have been possible to save Mr Lunt’s life. Not every case of head injury can be saved, but he would have stood a chance if he’d received medical attention.’

‘If only you’d taken him to hospital,’ she whispered to Luke. ‘If only . . . ’

‘I would have done, if I’d known,’ Luke mourned. ‘I didn’t think it was needed. Ted said he was all right. If you’d asked me to take him to hospital I would have done. I didn’t know.’

She could see Luke was as shocked as she was.

‘You know I’d do my best for Ted. He was a mate.’

She couldn’t blame Luke - after all, she hadn’t done what was needed either.

‘If only . . . I should have called the doctor.’

She’d done nothing when Ted needed help. She blamed herself. She’d let him down. She’d let him die.

A verdict of accidental death was given. Josie felt numb inside as she went out into the sunshine.

‘Are you all right?’ Luke seemed concerned. He took her home on the tram and saw her inside the front door.

‘I’ll come and see you tomorrow,’ he said, taking her hand in his.

‘No need,’ she gulped. ‘I’ll be all right.’

Concerned eyes were studying her. ‘That’s what Ted said.’

At three o’clock the following afternoon, Josie was just about to take Suzy shopping when Luke called again. This time he had two colleagues of Ted’s with him, whom Josie knew by sight. He introduced them as Pat Rankin and Wally Simpson. Ted had talked a lot about his friend Wally.

‘If there’s anything I can do to help,’ he murmured. He had carroty coloured hair and the sort of mouth that always seemed to have a slight smile.

Josie wasn’t pleased to see them, but since they were already up on the landing, she felt she had to ask them into the living room. She didn’t feel up to coping with more visitors and was impatient when the usual small talk started: How was she? How shocked and sorry they all were at the tram shed to hear about Ted. Everybody sent their condolences . . . 

Suzy was already wearing her hat and coat. She sat down with them, swinging her legs and clearly looking as though she wanted them gone. Luke put the large manila envelope he’d brought on the table and pushed it towards Josie.

‘We had a whip-round for Ted,’ he said awkwardly. ‘And there’s a contribution from Trade Union funds. Some wanted to buy a wreath or flowers, but I thought you’d find the money more useful. A lass like that,’ he nodded towards Suzy, ‘is an expensive item.’

Josie was struggling for self-control again. ‘You’re so kind . . . ’ She was contrite because she hadn’t wanted to ask them in. ‘Yes, I’m worried about money. Thank you. Thank everybody for me. I’m very grateful.’

They didn’t stay long. As soon as they were clattering downstairs she tipped the contents of the envelope out on the table and Suzy helped her count the coins into piles.

‘Fifteen pounds, three shillings and four pence,’ Suzy said. ‘Such a lot. That’ll keep us going for a long time, won’t it?’

‘Yes, quite a long time.’ Josie was relieved as well as grateful. It put the wolf further away from her front door. ‘But not for ever.’

 



The day of the funeral was another terrible day. Luke had arranged to be at the Lunts’ flat when the hearse arrived at the front door. He escorted Josie and Suzy in the car following behind for the main mourners. Josie’s eyes felt sore and they were permanently red-rimmed and watery. The church was packed with men from the Corporation Tramways. Luke was introducing them but she couldn’t concentrate. Suzy was holding her hand in a steel-like grip.

‘Mr Hopkins, our boss,’ Luke told Josie. A hand was offered, she knew she took too long to see it and respond.

‘So sorry, Mrs Lunt. Such a sad accident. Come and see me in the office in a day or two when you’re feeling better. We’ll be able to help a little—the funeral expenses at least.’

‘Thank you.’ Josie felt like a zombie but, even so, the promise of money lifted her a little.

Olga Rimmer had helped her prepare sandwiches and tea for those who came back to their rooms: Wally Simpson and his wife, together with Luke Palmer and the neighbours. It wasn’t the sort of send-off she wanted to give Ted, but somehow she couldn’t get herself moving; couldn’t make the effort to do more. Ted’s death had knocked the stuffing out of her.

She’d been worried about losing Ted’s wages while he was out on strike and now she’d lost them for ever. Lost Ted too, which was much, much worse. She’d had eleven contented years with him and his death left her feeling insecure and helpless. She had no idea how she was going to manage. She’d relied on Ted - depended on him; he’d been her life. But she had Suzy to think of. She must pull herself together for her sake.

By the next day the weather had changed. The brilliant sunshine cheered Josie and made her feel stronger. She had to think about their future. The real problem would be earning enough money for them to live on.

She didn’t want to leave Upper Parliament Street, but it was expensive and she wouldn’t be able to earn as much alone as they had when Ted was earning too.

When they’d moved here three years ago, she’d saved twenty pounds as a cushion and she’d taken out two pounds to buy curtain material for Suzy’s cubicle. Since Ted’s death, Suzy had moved into his place in Josie’s bed, and the curtains were drawn right back to let the light into the kitchen, but there were plenty of other things they still needed.

Ted had wanted a wireless. He’d been saving up and also reading up on how to build a crystal set. He’d said he could buy the parts for sixteen shillings. Luxuries like that were out of the question now. Over a lunch of scrambled eggs on toast Josie talked to Suzy about the future.

‘I shall have to get a full-time job, love, though I don’t like leaving you alone.’

‘I’m ten, old enough now, Mam.’

‘Not every night. Evening work won’t do.’

‘Auntie Olga says I can go up and play with Frankie any time.’

‘Not every night, I’d rather you didn’t. Up to now I’ve paid her.’

‘Paid her? I didn’t know . . . ’

‘When Daddy had to do a late shift and we were both out, she gave you your tea and saw you into bed. She has to make ends meet too.’

Suzy looked so fiercely strong. ‘There’s no need for that now. I can get myself something to eat and put myself to bed. I could get a job too.’

Josie had to smile at that. ‘You’re too young. You can’t leave school until you’re fourteen. I wouldn’t want you to.’

‘I could do shopping for people, or look after other children.’

‘Ten is too young. Nobody would want you to look after their children. They’d say you need looking after yourself.’

‘There must be something I could do. We’ll manage somehow, Mam. We’ll be all right together. I’ll look after you when I’m bigger.’

‘I know you will, love.’

Suzy was a delightful child. Josie was very lucky to have her. Losing her son had made her possessive about Suzy, wanting to hang on to her tightly and keep her extra safe.

She made up her mind that from now on, her aim in life would be to keep a roof over their heads; to keep Suzy happy, well fed and warmly dressed. She couldn’t bear to be parted from her, not ever. She’d been parted from Robert so soon after he was born and he probably wasn’t even called Robert now. She couldn’t have that happen again.

After they’d washed up and cleared away, Josie said: ‘Let’s go out. I’ll buy some liver and onions for tea. We’ll call at the newsagent’s on the way and stop that monthly magazine that Daddy ordered.’

‘The one about wireless? How to build your own crystal set?’

‘Yes, and I’ll get a newspaper to see if there are any daytime jobs advertised for cooks.’

‘And then can we take a tram down to the river and walk along the shore? We could pick up driftwood for the fire.’

‘I think it’s warm enough to do without a fire tonight.’

‘It won’t always be.’

‘You’re right.’ Suzy was looking ahead too.




Chapter Three

Suzy was looking out the shopping bags when the doorbell rang. They needed the biggest ones to gather driftwood and two carrier bags too. She heard heavy footsteps cross the landing and her spirits sank.

‘It’s Uncle Luke, Suzy.’ Her mother sounded more cheerful than she had for ages. He was coming so often that Mrs Maynard knew him now and just sent him up.

‘Hello, how are you?’ Suzy didn’t like the way he took her mother’s hand in his and held on to it for a long time. ‘I’ve brought some meat for you. I hope you like lamb?’ He had a brown-paper carrier bag full of packages.

‘Yes, love it.’

With a heavy heart Suzy watched her mother unpack what he’d brought and open up the parcels. Mam was pleased, she could see. Giving her presents of food was his way of getting Mam to like him. It was despicable.

‘Look, Suzy, cream cakes. What a treat, a whole box of them. Luke! How can I thank you? Lovely lamb chops and so many of them - far more than we’ll be able to eat. Six big ones.’

‘I wasn’t sure whether Suzy would be able to eat more than one.’

‘So generous of you. Suzy eats as much as I do. She can eat two. Luke, you must stay and have your tea with us. There’ll be plenty here for us all.’

Suzy froze. She was afraid it was what Luke had intended Mam to say. He was pushing in on them and she didn’t like it, didn’t like him either.

‘Were you going out?’

Suzy fumed. Surely he could see they were? Mam had her hat on - the new black cloche one, pulled down tight so no hair showed. Mam didn’t look at all nice in it. She said it was mourning, that she had to wear black to show she was missing Daddy.

When Suzy had first started school, she could see that her mam was not like the other mothers who’d clustered round the school gate when it was time to go home. It took her a long time to decide why. It wasn’t that she was less pretty than the others because mothers can be anything from beautiful to plain. Her mam had a faded prettiness, but she was different because she was older than the others.

Suzy hoped Big Nose wasn’t going to come with them, spoiling the lovely walk.

‘Yes, but I won’t need to buy the liver.’ Mam was frowning in concentration.

‘You wanted to go to the newspaper shop,’ Suzy prompted mutinously.

‘I’ll need to get more vegetables too.’

It was turning out in exactly the way Suzy wanted to avoid. Nosey was taking all Mam’s attention for himself. Suzy felt cut out and on her own. She trailed behind them and hated the way he took her mother’s arm.

She didn’t go inside the newspaper shop with them but stood reading the notices pinned up in the window. Often they had toys for sale, dolls’ prams and bikes.

A large card caught her eye and she began to read:
Reliable boys required for daily newspaper deliveries, 
mornings and evenings, as well as weekends. 
Minimum age twelve. 
Good wages.





Suzy wanted to laugh out loud. Why hadn’t she thought of being a newspaper girl? It said boys, but girls could do it just as well. She could do it. She was only ten but she was big for her age. She was the biggest in her class at school. She looked twelve, everybody said so. Her heart was pounding at the idea.

Frankie had talked of getting a paper round when he was old enough. Well, she’d beat him to it, if she could. Mam wouldn’t need to be pleased with Mr Palmer’s presents. She’d be able to help Mam buy food.

She wanted to rush into the shop and ask about the job. How much was good wages? But she couldn’t do it in front of Mam. She’d be bound to say: ‘You have to be twelve before you can do that. However eager you are, Suzy, you’re only ten.’

Suzy made up her mind to come back on her own later. It was only a hundred yards or so from the end of their street. It would be ideal if only they’d take her on.

They took a tram to Otterspool and Suzy trailed behind her mother and Nosey along the shore. The tide was on the ebb and had left a thick line of pebbles encrusted with bottles and tins, bits of wood, old galoshes and smelly seaweed.

There were rich pickings to be had. Suzy filled the bags with anything that would burn. She’d done this often enough on a winter’s day with Daddy. There were pieces of solid heavy wood that would keep the fire dancing with flames for ages, and bits of packing cases that made good firelighters. Flotsam, Daddy had called it, thrown overboard from the ships in the river. Once dried out it would make a good fire. Suzy felt buoyed up with the thought of doing a newspaper round and helping Mam, but this outing was turning out just as she’d supposed: Nosey talking to Mam the whole time and neither of them picking up any wood or taking any notice of her. As soon as they reached home, Mr Palmer was taking over.

‘How about putting the kettle on, Suzy? Your mam would like a cup of tea and she needs a sit-down after that long walk.’

Suzy bristled as she made a pot of tea. What he really meant was that he felt like a cup of tea. When he asked like that, Mam thought he was thinking of her. It was so obvious, but Mam couldn’t see what he was like.

When Suzy took the tea to the living room, he said: ‘Can you scrape new potatoes, Suzy? Are you clever enough to do that? It would help your mam a lot.’ How she resented the smarmy way he spoke to her.

‘I often peel our potatoes,’ she told him frostily.

‘Suzy’s a great help to me.’ Her mother was smiling up at him. Mam liked him! Suzy couldn’t understand how she could.

Suzy stood at the kitchen sink scraping potatoes and listening to the murmur of the voices from the next room. Mam had taken the green beans he’d brought and they were chopping them together on the living-room table. She thumped the pan down on the gas stove in the bathroom and ran downstairs. She was going to the newspaper shop now. Mam would never miss her with Mr Palmer in the house. She was beginning to rely on him. Suzy had to make him unnecessary to her mother.

‘We’ve never had a girl before,’ the shopkeeper said, looking doubtful. ‘Can you get up early in the mornings?’

‘Yes, and I’m very reliable and I live just round the corner in Upper Parliament Street.’

‘How old are you?’

‘I had my birthday last week. I’m twelve.’

There were delicious sweets all round her in bottles and in open boxes on the counter. The place smelled lovely, a mixture of chocolate, liquorice, tobacco and fresh newsprint.

She asked: ‘How much do you pay?’

‘Four shillings to start, if you do night and morning. Four and six after three months if you’re reliable. What’s your name?’

‘Suzy Lunt.’

‘You’re not . . . ?’

‘Yes, my dad was killed in the General Strike.’

‘We read about it in the paper. He was a customer . . . It must have been terrible for you and your mam.’

‘Can I have the job? We need the money, you see.’

‘A month’s trial to see how you get on. We start everybody that way. You’ve got to be punctual. People don’t like waiting for their papers.’

‘Right.’

‘And you’ll have to get this form signed by your mother. It’s to give her permission for you to do it and to confirm your age.’

Suzy’s heart sank. Mam wouldn’t like saying she was twelve when she wasn’t. ‘Right.’

‘Bring it back as soon as you can, and you can start. Tomorrow if you like.’

Suzy went slowly home feeling deflated. She was afraid Mam wouldn’t let her do the job after all. As she came up the stairs to the landing, there was a lovely smell of lamb chops cooking. Both her mother and Luke Palmer were standing at the gas stove in the bathroom.

‘Have you been out, Suzy?’ Mam asked.

So she had missed her. ‘Yes, I can get a job as a newspaper girl, if only you’ll sign this form. I can start tomorrow.’

Nosey threw back his head and guffawed with delight.

‘She’s got a bit of go in her, this one. That’s what I call initiative.’

Suzy smiled. Perhaps after all it was not wrong to lie about your age. ‘I saw the notice in the window when we went this afternoon, I thought . . . Well, Frankie was talking of getting a newspaper round and—’

‘You’ve got to be twelve.’ Mam sounded shocked.

‘I told them I was twelve,’ Suzy said defensively. ‘I can do the job, I know I can. It’s delivering in the streets all round here. Why do I need to be twelve to do that?’

‘It’s a by-law. It says so here.’

‘Mam, I want to do it. Who’s to know? I look twelve.’

Old Nosey gave another guffaw. ‘She does, Josie. I’d let her do it. It could be the making of her.’

‘But she’s only—’

‘If you’re working, Mam, wouldn’t I be better off working too, instead of playing with Frankie?’

‘Course you would,’ Nosey agreed. ‘Hard work never hurt anyone, Josie.’

Suzy enjoyed her meal. It was the best she’d had for ages, better than anything on her birthday. She was fizzing with triumph and felt that perhaps she’d misjudged Mr Palmer.

 



Josie wrote a note to Mr Hollis at the Imperial Hotel to let him know she’d be coming in to work as usual on Friday and Saturday. She still felt raw but knew he’d be understanding. He’d sent a wreath and come with some of the staff to Ted’s funeral. Josie had missed her two nights’ work last week and felt she couldn’t afford to miss any more.

She was in the hotel kitchen making mock turtle soup when he came down to see her. Mr Hollis’s head was bald and rose dome-like from a thin edging of mouse-brown hair; he was portly and dapper.

‘I didn’t expect you to rush back like this, Josie.’

‘I’m all right,’ she sighed. ‘Quite capable of working. I need the money.’

He went to a tray of bread rolls that had been made earlier, broke one in half and bit into it. Mr Hollis wore a dinner suit and black bow tie until evening, when he always changed into tails and striped trousers to make the Imperial Hotel seem a sophisticated place to stay while doing business in the city.

‘Do you want more hours? You know I’m always looking for cooks.’

‘I do, but I don’t want to leave Suzy on her own more than I have to. It’s wrong, when she’s upset about losing her dad.’

‘You could work two full days. Do every meal.’

‘Not on Saturdays when she’s home. And even then . . . well, I’m the only breadwinner now, so that wouldn’t be enough. What I’d really like to do is breakfasts and lunches.’

He thought for a moment. ‘I think perhaps that could be arranged. Bernard says he’s tired of getting up early six days a week.’ Bernard was another cook who’d worked there for a long time. ‘He wants to do more dinners.’

‘I wouldn’t mind getting in early. It would suit me, but I couldn’t do Saturdays. I’m sorry, only five mornings.’

‘Let me talk to him, see what I can set up.’

‘You’re very kind.’

‘I have to keep the staff happy. You’ve been reliable, Josie. Always turned in when you’re expected.’

‘Until last week . . . ’

He shrugged. ‘Understandable.’

By the following week it was all arranged. Josie would do breakfasts and lunches five days a week. She’d have to be at work by seven thirty, as they started serving breakfasts by eight. Lunches were served up to two o’clock, and after she’d seen that the kitchens were cleaned, she could go home. She was to be paid thirty-five shillings a week.

Josie thought it would fit in quite well. She and Suzy got up together at six o’clock. She made a breakfast of porridge or bread and milk before Suzy set off on her paper round.

Then she poured a tumbler of milk and cut a sandwich which she left between two plates for her to eat when she came home from school at dinner time. Olga had offered to give her a meal with Frankie, and though that would have been more pleasant for Suzy, Josie couldn’t afford to pay Olga, and to accept would be sponging on her.

Wally Simpson was a conductor on the number 4 route, the tram that took her to Lime Street, and if she got on his tramcar he always came to talk to her in between collecting fares.

‘How are you doing, Josie? I’m off next Sunday. Esther thought you might like to bring Suzy round to tea. How about it?’

‘Wally, I can’t, I’m sorry. I’ve asked . . . Well, I’ve asked Luke Palmer round to my place for tea.’

‘Luke Palmer?’ Wally wrinkled up his nose. ‘I didn’t realise he was a friend of yours.’ His usual smile was absent and he looked perplexed. ‘Some other time, then.’

On rainy mornings it wasn’t very pleasant to turn out so early, and she worried about Suzy sitting about in wet clothes in the classroom. But they managed, and often there was food Josie could take home so they could have a good hot meal together when Suzy came back from doing her evening deliveries.

 



Suzy enjoyed running up and down the streets pushing newspapers through letter boxes in the early mornings. It made her feel grown up and that she was doing her bit to help Mam. Particularly, as Mam had admitted, she’d hoped to be earning a little more than she was.

‘Mam, we’ll be all right,’ Suzy told her, ‘you and me together. With what I’m earning we’ll have almost two pounds a week.’

It seemed a vast sum to her. She turned all her wages over to Mam on a Friday night and received a penny back to buy sweets.

‘I’ll pull my weight here, keep everything tidy. We’ll be fine. And when I’m grown up I’ll look after you.’

Mam had laughed at that.

Sometimes on a Friday night, if they had the money, they went to the pictures. They saw Lillian Gish in Orphans of the Storm, Gloria Swanson in Untamed Lady and Charlie Chaplin in The Gold Rush. They specially enjoyed those three. Suzy loved having Mam to herself, holding on to her arm as they walked home. Once back in their rooms, Mam would make two cups of cocoa while Suzy got undressed. Then she’d go to sleep in Mam’s big bed.

‘You warm it up for me,’ Mam had told her, ‘and that’s nice now the nights are getting cooler.’

They’d got through the summer months and, with Olga’s help, through the long school holidays. Even when winter came and she had to get up and out while it was still dark, Suzy enjoyed her job.

What she didn’t like was finding Mr Palmer in their living room when she came home from delivering the Evening Echo.


‘He’s here more and more,’ she complained to her mother.

‘He’s generous and kind to us.’ Mam looked serious. ‘And you know it depends on what shift he’s working. He can only come here when he’s on earlies.’

That meant, Suzy thought mutinously, he’d be with them most nights this week. And every alternate week the same. He was coming between her and Mam. When Suzy went to bed, she could hear them talking softly, even laughing occasionally. She wanted him to leave so Mam would come to bed and be with her, but he seemed to be staying later and later.

One night, she heard him say: ‘Why don’t we go out to the pictures, Josie? She’s old enough to leave once in a while.’

Suzy strained her ears for Mam’s reply. ‘No, I can’t do that. I don’t want to leave Suzy alone.’

‘She wouldn’t be alone. You said she’s friendly with the people upstairs. You could ask them to keep an eye on her.’
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