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Chapter One

February 1910

 



 



At six o’clock in the morning Kate McGlory slid back the bolts on the shop door and turned the card round to say they were open. Outside it was cold and the street was dark and empty. Her first job was to heave in the great bundles of newspapers that had been dumped on the step.

‘Ten Woodbines and a Chronicle, miss.’ The first customer came in behind her, making her jump. Kate felt very much on edge as she cut open the bundle of Chronicles to serve him.

Customers rushed in on their way to work. Those using bicycles left them propped against the kerb outside. She served them quickly, knowing they had to get to work on time.

Some she knew by name; most had familiar faces because they came in every morning. Nearly always they bought the same things. She was reaching for them the moment they came in the shop.

One asked: ‘How’s your mother, miss?’

That brought the niggle at the back of her mind flaring into life. ‘Still waiting, Mr Benbow.’

The waiting seemed endless. The thought made her shiver; if she found it hard, how was poor Mam feeling? A ball of foreboding was building up in her stomach.

Kate set out a selection of the morning’s papers for sale, reading the headlines as she did so. Train crash in Bristol. Assassination in Mexico. Big freeze with heavy snow in Scotland. Just what was needed for today’s placards.

In between serving customers, she printed those headlines out as clearly as she could on the large sheets of paper kept for the purpose, clipped them to the boards and hauled them outside. It was getting lighter as she lifted them into position under the shop window and wired them in place.

During every lull after that, her thick pencil scrawled house numbers on the top corners of newspapers, as she made up the rounds for the delivery boy. She paused as the date on a copy of The Times leapt out at her. It was 24 February already!

Mam’s baby should have been here ten days ago. There was an old wives’ tale that girl babies came early, and that boys were late. Her mother was always over her dates and they were always boys.

Silently, Kate implored the powers that be: please let it be a girl. She’d once had a sister but she’d lived for only nine months. Mam had been heartbroken about that. Her six boys were all growing up big and strong with hearty appetites. A girl now was what they were all hoping for. They might just be able to welcome a little girl.

Kate pushed the fringe off her forehead and sighed. The rest of her hair was fashioned into a bun as became a respectable shop assistant of nineteen. But whatever she did with her hair, it didn’t please her. It was so straight and strong she couldn’t make her fringe bend, let alone wave. She didn’t like the bright gingery colour either.

She’d tried plaits wound round her head, and though they controlled her hair, the style did nothing for her rather square face. The bun was a little softer and kinder, but she had difficulty anchoring it securely with hairpins.

All her brothers had curly hair in lustrous shades of brown from mid to dark, some with golden highlights. All they had to do when they washed it was to comb it out. Kate could comb their hair into waves and that was how it stayed. It made her very envious.

And it wasn’t just her hair that was different. The boys had big brown eyes like Dad’s, mostly with long sweeping eyelashes. Her eyes were green and her eyelashes were straight and stubby and almost invisible. The boys were all good-looking, but Kate thought she was not. She was more than slender, too thin really, but so were all the boys. Their trouble was they didn’t get enough to eat.

That wasn’t her trouble, at least not since she’d come here to work. She’d been lucky with her place. At thirteen, she’d been desperate to escape from home to a live-in job as a maid. She was employed by the Hallidays, a middle-aged couple whose children had left home. Mr Halliday was a newsagent who owned several shops, the largest of which was attached to the house here in Rake Lane in Wallasey. Mrs Halliday didn’t work in the business, not any more. She kept house with the help of Kate and a cook, and Mr Halliday bought her flowers every week. Kate felt she was seeing how the middle class lived.

One morning that first winter, when every other customer seemed to be suffering from flu, the early-morning girl didn’t turn up at six to open the shop. Mr Halliday was just getting over a virulent bout of flu himself.

Kate was lighting the house fires when he had to ask her for help with the early papers. She’d enjoyed doing it. Mr Halliday was pleased and said she picked up what was needed very quickly. She’d asked if she could continue working in the shop and had been there ever since.

She still lived in; Mr Halliday felt he had more control if she was here on the premises. Kate told him she was more than glad to do so.

‘I have a room to myself here, and it’s too far for me to come first thing in the morning.’ She didn’t mention the other reason.

The Hallidays were Quakers and very considerate of their staff. The meals provided were plain and nourishing but generous in amount. They paid the full rate for the job and showed their appreciation of the work done for them. In return, the staff did their best to please them and it made it a happy place to work.

Kate thought Mr Halliday was very good to her. This was the third time he’d allowed her to take her week’s annual holiday to coincide with the birth of a new baby so she could look after her mother and the family.

She couldn’t stop worrying about how much longer it would be before she heard from home. Mam hadn’t been feeling well for months. She’d had so many troubles and so many babies so quickly, it was only to be expected that her health would suffer. Kate glanced up at the clock; it was five minutes to nine.

Almost time! Every morning about this time Jack Courtney came in to buy a copy of The Times. She’d already peeped inside to read the headlines that he’d read and smoothed the paper back to look as though it hadn’t been touched. Just the thought of seeing him sent little quivers down her spine.

Every time the shop bell rang at this time of the morning, she looked up with such eagerness. It rang less often because the morning rush was dying down.

Two minutes to nine. At this time every morning she was on pins waiting for him to come. Afraid he’d be late, that she’d be having her breakfast and Miss Fisk would serve him instead.

But no, he was here. She could see his top hat through the glass in the door. Very few of their customers wore top hats these days. A little frisson ran through her.

‘Good morning, Mr Courtney.’

She was reaching for The Times as he swept off his hat. She thought his dark-blond hair curling up from his collar very attractive. He inclined his head in her direction. Surely good manners didn’t require him to do all that for a shop assistant?

‘Rather a raw morning, I’m afraid. Not very pleasant.’

He was interested in her, she was almost sure, from the way his gentle eyes looked into hers.

‘Anything important happening in the world?’

She quoted the headlines. He could have read them on the placards outside.

If it had been anyone else, say young Mr Jones from the hardware shop next door, Kate would have said he wanted to keep company with her. But when Jack Courtney did it, she had to ask herself why. Why he came in to buy a newspaper every day, when copies of four different newspapers were delivered daily to his home. She made up the round herself and sent them out with the paper boy to the Grange. The Courtney name was well known on Merseyside. They were rich shipowners.

She watched him go. Tall and slim and every inch a gentleman. She found it very hard to believe he came to see her.

He held the door open for Miss Fisk. She was elderly and wore pebble glasses. She’d been the manager here for the last twelve years and started work at nine o’clock.

‘Morning.’ She whipped through the shop to remove her coat. ‘Off you go, then.’

Kate was due for a half-hour break and went to the kitchen for breakfast. She and Josie Oaks, the cook, always ate together. Josie was plump and middle-aged and made sure there was always a freshly cooked breakfast.

‘Still here?’ Every morning this week she’d asked Kate the same thing. ‘I thought you’d have gone by now.’

Kate spooned up her porridge. ‘So did I.’

‘Your poor mother.’ Josie was buttering slices of toast to go under the poached eggs. ‘She’ll be glad when it’s over.’

‘We all will,’ Kate said with feeling.

Mam had been complaining for weeks about being tired, and she had every reason to. Having a baby at the age of forty-two was asking a lot of any woman. Especially when it was her ninth and she had all the work of looking after her older children.

‘You’re very good to your mother.’ Josie’s white cap covered half her forehead as well as all her hair. ‘Giving up your annual holiday to help her, and it’s not as if you don’t go home every free minute you have.’

Sunday was Kate’s day off. She nearly always spent Saturday night at home too; she wanted to stay as close to her brother Tommy as she could.

In addition, Kate was allowed every afternoon off between one and four thirty, and she often went home to see her mother then. She had to come back to work in the shop; it stayed open until seven, nine on Saturdays.

Kate said: ‘Mam’s got a lot to . . .’ She almost said: put up with. She changed it to: ‘cope with.’

‘It’s your mother’s life. She shouldn’t rely on you. You could be married with a family of your own and not be able to help her,’ Josie retorted. ‘Not many daughters would do what you do. Everybody expects so much of you. You let them drive you.’

‘It’s not that . . .’

Mam had a soft, weary smile that drew affection. The whole family strove to do all they could for her; some of the neighbours too. Mam radiated love, she gave it in bounteous amounts to the boys. They were praised if they brought in firewood, lit a fire, or earned a few coppers that could be spent on food for the family.

Kate wanted a share of that love and did her best to earn it. Although she was scared to be at home when her father was there, she still spent every Sunday helping to wash and clean and cook meals. She gave her mother money to buy food and sometimes for boots and jerseys for the boys. She gave up her annual holiday to see her through her confinements.

She often saw Mam’s hands going out to caress her boys, though she hardly ever showed affection for her daughter. It was almost as though there was a wall between them. She and Mam couldn’t reach each other.

Kate yearned to be loved. She wanted it from Mam but most of all she wanted someone of her own. Someone who put her first always. She felt it as a deep need.

‘You’re doing too much for your family,’ Josie went on. ‘You need more time for yourself. You need a bit of life. Get yourself a boyfriend.’

Kate searched the cook’s friendly, podgy face and kept silent. She couldn’t say Jack Courtney was her boyfriend, but she wanted no other.

‘You ought to have a bit of fun. You’ll end up an old maid looking after your brothers if you don’t watch out. You make yourself a doormat for them.’

Kate sighed as she went back to the shop. She worked hard for Mr Halliday and earned his respect. Dressed all in black with a full set of grey whiskers on his face, he looked more like a preacher than a newsagent. He was checking stock; usually he spent an hour with them early in the morning, and later on went round his other shops.

An old man was waiting to be served. Kate crossed to the far side, where little heaps of tobacco were set out on doilies inside glass dishes.

‘Half an ounce of dark shag, miss.’

Kate weighed it out on the special scales. Dark shag was the cheapest tobacco they sold and therefore the most popular.

‘And a halfpenny pipe.’

They sold lots of white clay pipes at a halfpenny each to children, who used them for blowing bubbles. Impecunious old men smoked tobacco in them too. They had racks of more expensive pipes, some with carved faces on them, some with metal covers.

Kate went back to weigh out a quarter of humbugs for another customer. She liked to see the bright electric light glinting on the jars of sweets set out on the shelves, and she loved the smell of newsprint that pervaded every corner of the shop.

The doorbell pinged and Kate looked up. The sight of the urchin coming through the door sent a shock wave through her. This was it then, the summons she’d been half expecting and half dreading for the last few weeks. It was an effort to keep her voice steady.

‘Hello, Tommy. How’s Mam?’

‘She wants you to come.’

He hung back by the door, his eyes going round the shop, savouring the sight of so many sweets spread out in their boxes across the counter. Tommy was nine years old, and had a pixie-like face with sparky eyes full of mischief. When people asked about her brothers it was Tommy she spoke of.

He wore no coat though it was a cold, damp morning. A skinny elbow stuck out through a hole in his green pullover and it could be plainly seen that he had no shirt underneath.

Kate could see Mr Halliday taking all this in. The Hallidays set great store by personal neatness and cleanliness. She took great pains to please them, wearing high-necked blouses and trim skirts that swung just clear of her boots. A blue apron was provided to cover most of that.

She asked: ‘The new baby, is it here yet?’

‘Not yet. Mrs Potter’s come. She said it won’t be long.’ Mrs Potter was the local midwife and nurse.

Tommy looked scruffy; she was almost ashamed to have him come in the shop and say he was her brother. Mam might have darned his elbows for him, but she knew Mam never had time or energy for things like that. At least he had good boots on his feet, though they looked too big for him and he wore them without socks.

‘Here, young man.’ Mr Halliday was twisting the blue paper they used into a cone and pushing sweets into it: a few each of wine gums, caramels, aniseed balls, pear drops and gobstoppers. He added some liquorice bootlaces.

‘Thank you, sir.’ Tommy received the bag with eager hands. ‘Thank you very much.’ He had a cherubic smile.

Mr Halliday beamed at Kate as he went to the till. ‘You’ll want your holiday money?’ He handed over a week’s wages. Now that the summons had come, she felt reluctant to leave.

‘Today’s Thursday – let’s see. If you come back here on Thursday night of next week. Just to sleep, so that I know you’re here for the early opening.’

‘Thank you, thank you.’ She felt overwhelmed by his generosity. He was giving her the best part of another day off. He was very kind. The Hallidays were lovely people.

‘I’ll just get my bag. I’ll see you at the tram stop, Tommy. Wait for me there.’

‘I’ll have to,’ he said so they could all hear. ‘Mam didn’t give me my fare back.’

Kate bounded upstairs to take off her apron and put on her best green coat. Then she skewered her hat on top of her ginger bun.

She’d arrived at the Hallidays’ when she was thirteen with all her belongings packed in a brown paper parcel. Josie Oaks had offered her the loan of a handsome brown carpet bag to take on holiday. She’d had it packed ready for more than two weeks. She picked it up now and ran back downstairs.

She couldn’t go without telling Mrs Halliday. She wanted them both to think well of her; it was a job she wanted to keep. Shop work was much sought after. Everybody preferred it to housework.

Josie was busy making pastry when Kate looked into the kitchen. ‘So you’re on your way at last? You’ll be glad to go, I dare say.’

When she tapped on the parlour door to say goodbye to Mrs Halliday, the older woman put down the Bible she’d been reading and led the way back to the kitchen.

‘I asked Josie to make a big fruit cake for you, and there’s a jar of calf’s-foot jelly for your mother.’ Josie was putting them into a carrier bag.

‘Thank you, you’re very kind.’ Kate felt overwhelmed. She hadn’t expected such generosity.

‘I know it’ll be no rest for you,’ Mrs Halliday looked over her half-moon spectacles, ‘with the new baby to look after, but you’ll enjoy being back in the bosom of your family.’

Kate turned the phrase over in her mind as she walked to the tram stop. In the bosom of her family. Above everything else, it was where she wanted to be. It sounded a comforting place, where she’d be surrounded with love, but she never had been in the bosom of her family and was afraid she never would.

Her place was on the edge of the family circle, not in it. She was different. The only girl, the only one to have bright red hair. She could go on and on about the differences between her and the rest of her family.

Tom was waiting for her at the tram stop, chewing on liquorice bootlaces. A light drizzle was beginning to fall.

‘You’ll get wet,’ she told him. Already his jersey was covered with beads of moisture. ‘Why didn’t you put a coat on?’

‘Harry took mine to school. Mam’s very worried about Dad. Upset because he isn’t home.’

Kate had worries she hadn’t mentioned at the shop, and this was one of them. Dad often worked away from home; wherever there was maintenance required on the railway lines or a new tunnel to be constructed or bridge to be built. He sometimes spent weeks at home between jobs.

He always used to come home on Saturday nights and stay over Sunday. He’d stay in bed most of the morning, while Kate and Mam cleaned up and cooked the Sunday dinner. He’d get up in time to eat it. Then usually, he’d go out and Kate wouldn’t see him again before she had to return to the shop.

Over the last year he’d been coming home less and less. There were some weekends when he didn’t come home at all.

The first time he did that, they thought he might have had an accident at work and been put in hospital. That had happened once, but on that occasion his boss had let them know.

The following day Kate had telephoned his boss, who’d told her that Mitch was working with the gang in Neston and confirmed he’d have a day off the following Sunday. But he hadn’t come home then either.

She knew Mam had been really worried after that. Neston was near enough for him to come home every night; he could travel free on the trains. He knew how close Mam was to giving birth, he must know she needed him. Must know she was desperately in need of money.

‘Did you have a row?’ Kate had asked her, afraid they had. He was always carping. ‘Is there some reason?’

‘No.’ Mam had looked frightened. ‘Well, no more than usual.’

Last Sunday, Mam had been anxious because Dad hadn’t been home for three weekends. She didn’t know where he was.

‘He hasn’t been back at all?’ Kate asked now.

‘No.’ Tommy shrugged. ‘And he hasn’t sent any money. We’ve got no food, no firing, nothing.’

Kate felt the muscles of her stomach contract. This was the worst yet.

‘What’s Dad thinking of? Surely he knows Mam can’t take in washing in her condition?’

He never gave her mother enough money to feed and clothe the family they had. Mam tried to eke it out as best she could. Yet he provided another mouth to feed almost every year, making matters worse. For Mam, it was a handto-mouth struggle.

But she wasn’t the only one he treated badly. He was rough and tough, and Kate had made up her mind years ago that she wasn’t going to marry a man like him.

From the top of the tram, Kate stared down into the streets. It ought to be a treat to be starting her annual holiday; but how could she enjoy anything when Mam was in trouble?

Tommy got to his feet and clattered down the stairs as they neared their stop, which was outside St Bede’s Church School. He was off the tram with her bag before it had drawn to a halt. She knew he should have been there in class and didn’t want to be seen. She had to run down Upton Road to catch him up.

Their steps slowed as they went along Boundary Road. It always seemed tranquil here, with the hill on one side and Flaybrick Hill Cemetery on the other. Officially, their address was Flaybrick Cottages, but locally everybody knew them as Cemetery Cottages. The familiar sight of gravestones and marble statues on the other side of the sandstone wall brought Kate a sense of peace.

It had been opened as Birkenhead Municipal Cemetery in 1864. At that time, the local churchyards were becoming overcrowded and a new public cemetery was thought to be a more hygienic place to bury the dead. Many local notables were buried here, including members of the Laird family, who had brought employment in their shipyard to Birkenhead since the middle of the last century.

Kate thought it a beautiful place, with its high trees, ornate gates and two gracious chapels of rest.

The cawing of the rooks followed them as they turned up the unmade cart track towards home. Cemetery Cottages had been built nearly two hundred years earlier; theirs was the third along in a terrace of six.

They were pretty little houses; all were whitewashed, with diamond-paned windows and blue slate roofs. Each had a little garden in the front with a picket fence round it and a small gate.

They followed the cart track round the back. Each cottage had a stone building at the back gate. Part of this was the privy and the other part was meant to house a pig. Their privy had a wooden seat scrubbed clean and white with a bucket below. An old bucket that leaked was considered best because it emptied automatically into the garden and helped grow good vegetables. Nowadays only Kitty Watts at number six kept pigs, and their manure was sadly missed by the gardens. These were long and narrow, and even Mam tried to grow vegetables in hers, but they had neither electricity or running water indoors.

Each cottage had a coal shed and a wash house built against the back wall of the house, but apart from the butts that collected water from the roofs, their only source of water was from standpipes, one at each end of the row.

Tommy burst in through the back door, leaving it open for Kate. She could see that the fire behind the big wire guard had almost gone out. Freddie, last year’s baby, was asleep on the hearth rug and the table was a chaotic mess of dirty dishes and the remains of several meals.

Before Kate had taken off her coat and hung it on the peg behind the door, she could hear the thin mewl of the newborn. She straightened up with a rush of relief. The new baby had been born, it was all over.

She could see she had to do something about the fire straight away or she’d lose it. The coal shed was bare except for a little slack. She brought some in on a shovel and with the help of a few morning sticks tried to coax a blaze by blasting away with the bellows.

Then she headed up the stairs that led straight up from the living room to the back bedroom. There she had to step over four-year-old Duncan, who was building with the same wooden bricks she’d played with as a child. Tommy met her at the door to her mother’s bedroom.

‘It’s another boy,’ he announced, his face creasing with disappointment. Everybody knew how much Mam wanted a girl.




Chapter Two

Lena McGlory pushed her hair off her forehead. It felt sticky with sweat. Another boy! She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. She didn’t want him. Couldn’t cope with him. Another mouth to feed, and on what? She turned her face over into her pillow and wept.

‘There now, Mrs McGlory, it’s all over. You can rest now.’

Rest was the last thing Lena felt she could do. She mopped at her eyes with the sheet. Mrs Potter was washing the baby at the marble-topped washstand, using Lena’s best china basin and jug. She hoped the midwife would be careful; she didn’t want them chipped any more than they were. They’d been a wedding present from her mother, who was now dead. There was a matching soap dish too, and a chamber pot, all decorated with wreaths of poppies. But what did wedding presents matter if Mitch had gone?

Damn him! Waves of anger and resentment washed over her. He’d said he loved her. In the early days she’d seen it burning in his Irish eyes. Now he’d turned his back, walked away. She couldn’t think calmly about that. Couldn’t believe he’d abandon her and the boys.

‘Seven pounds two ounces, he is.’ Mrs Potter had attended every birth in Cemetery Cottages for the last eighteen years; every death too.

Lena sniffed hard. She felt put upon. She now had to look forward to another fourteen years of running after this child, providing food and boots and care. She was so tired . . . Too tired.

‘Of course, a little girl would have been more welcome, I realise that, with all the boys you have. But we can’t help what God sends us.’

Lena swallowed the sob in her throat. Hadn’t she been to church every morning after Mitch had had his way. There had been a time when she could accept more children, when she’d actually wanted another girl. For the last five years she’d been very definite that she didn’t. Hadn’t she gone down on her knees and pleaded with God not to send her any more babies? She’d entreated Him, beseeched Him, implored Him, yet he kept sending her boys. She’d dreaded having yet another.

It wasn’t just that she was being selfish; that her body never seemed her own, that her life wasn’t her own to spend as she wanted. Child-bearing was making her ill, pulling her down; her varicose veins ached from morning till night. And the clothes she had to wash for them and the food she had to find and cook exhausted her.

Out there in the world there were women who wanted children; who prayed as hard to get them as she did to avoid them. With just a little more care, surely the babies could be sent where they were wanted?

Who could blame her that she couldn’t entirely trust in prayer any more? Hadn’t she pleaded with Mitch to leave her alone?

‘For pity’s sake, don’t start me with another,’ she’d said. He didn’t want them either. He’d said he had more than enough sons for any man.

They couldn’t afford another. They had no room here for more, but when the drink was in him Mitch didn’t care. When he had the need in him, nothing would stop him.

Lena had another little weep. She’d done her best to stay out of Mitch’s way. The last thing she wanted was to tempt him. She’d got into the habit of staying up late when he was at home. She’d done her best to prevent him making yet another child. She’d waited until he was asleep before she lay down beside him. She’d stayed downstairs, darning socks and sewing buttons back on the children’s clothes, anything to keep her down by the dying fire until it was safe. She’d stayed until she was too tired to see, night after night.

It made her cross and tired in the mornings, more irritable with all of them. She had to get up early to make breakfast for Mitch and cut sandwiches for him to take to work.

She’d kept it up for months, but in the end he’d got her pregnant again. She’d wept on his shoulder.

‘Another mouth to feed when we can’t feed the children we have now. I can’t give them the time they need. I just haven’t the energy, not at my age. After Freddie, the doctor told me not to have another, that my heart wasn’t strong.’

‘Didn’t tell you how to avoid it though, did he?’ was all Mitch said.

Lena had given up her late nights and gone to bed at a reasonable hour. What did it matter now? Within a month or two she’d begun putting on weight and her tummy had bulged with yet another baby.

To avoid Mitch’s attentions had seemed the only thing to do at the time, but he hadn’t liked it. He’d said he wouldn’t stand for that sort of treatment, no man would. There had been rows; he’d shouted fiercely that she was denying him his marital rights, that she was going right across the teaching of the Church.

‘Keep your voice down,’ she’d pleaded. Kate had been home that night; Lena didn’t want her or the older boys to hear that, nor the babies to be wakened.

‘You’ve always talked so much about love. About how much you love me and the kids. About how love is the most important thing to have in this world and that nobody can be truly happy without it. But with you it’s all talk.

‘I do love you Mitch, truly.’

He’d gone on complaining in a harsh whisper that she didn’t.

‘You’re showing you don’t. If you felt one iota of affection for me you’d know you can’t do this to me.

‘If you won’t let me in your bed, there are plenty of women who will,’ he’d said over and over.

It had soured things between them. Since then, he’d not been coming home nearly as much as he used to, and when he did, he was off-hand and cold.

He’d called what she did to him rejection. She’d tried to explain why she’d done it so many times. He understood why, it was common sense. Now he was rejecting her, and it was more hurtful than she could have imagined.

She had to blame herself for this. If only she’d gone along with what he wanted, he’d be here with her now. He’d told her he wouldn’t put up with what she was doing. That it was her fault didn’t make it any easier to bear.

Her nose was running; she had to slip out of bed to get a handkerchief. She caught sight of herself in the mirror on her dressing table. Puffy red eyes, lank, lifeless hair and a flabby, overweight body. It was plain to see why Mitch had gone; here was another reason.

Mitch was wrong, she did love him. How could she be married to a man for sixteen years and bear him eight children and not love him?

Eight? Lena’s toes curled in agony. There would have been more if she hadn’t done that awful thing . . . but she’d had to. It was what Mitch had wanted. It had seemed the only thing she could do at the time.

She could see her way of life crumbling. Things could never be the same without him.

It frightened her to think of the future. Where was she to get money to feed herself and the boys, if not from him?

 



From the bedroom door, Kate’s gaze went straight to the ornate brass bedstead. Her mother’s exhausted eyes stared up from the pillow.

‘Thank goodness you’ve come.’ Her voice was weak, as though she had no strength left.

‘You knew I would, as soon as you sent word.’ Kate moved easily in the confined space among the furniture crowding the room. She moved Freddie’s cot a few inches closer to the wall, then reached for Mam’s hand. Her cheek felt hot and damp as she kissed it.

‘Hello, Mrs Potter. Mam’s doing well?’

‘Yes, all right.’

‘And how about my new brother? How’s he doing?’

The midwife held up the baby for her to see. Kate’s impression was of a crumpled red face above a squirming body wrapped loosely in an old towel. Mrs Potter seemed unusually quiet and lost in thought. Normally, she was full of bonhomie and good will.

The bedroom was warm, made cosy by the fire in the tiny cast-iron grate. It was only ever lit for Mam’s confinements.

‘I needed you. All this week – haven’t felt well. Such awful backache. Couldn’t do anything.’

‘I’m here now Mam, and it’s all over.’

How could she have come sooner? She couldn’t expect more than one week off work. Poor Mam! A few years ago, she’d thought her pretty. Now strands of greying hair stretched across her pillow. There was a lot of it still, but once it had been nut brown and curly. Her dentures were out on the bed table, and she looked haggard without them; older than her years, work-worn and weary. It was all too much for her.

Kate sought for words. Mam would be upset because it was another boy; she mustn’t make things worse. If only it had been a girl. Girls helped about the house as they grew up, looked after their mothers in their old age. Boys made more work.

Months ago, Mam had wept on her shoulder. ‘There’s another on the way.’

Kate didn’t need to be told. It had happened too often. The signs were there for all to see.

Now, at least it was over. Mam was usually slow to pick up after a birth. She’d be low and depressed over the first weeks. But in time, the baby she’d dreaded having, had fought against having, would become a much-loved member of her family.

Kate thought of her brothers. They were all handsome, healthy boys. She loved them dearly herself, and they captivated the neighbours, but it surprised her that Mam loved them as she did.

Kate marvelled at the power of love. That it could make Mam accept into her family a baby she hadn’t wanted. Love made everything possible for Mam’s babies. Made everything possible for Mam too. She’d love this new baby within a few weeks. In six months, she’d be nursing him for hours on end and be ready to lay down her life for him.

‘What are you going to call him?’

‘William after his uncle. Claude as a second name. What do you think?’

‘Bill or Billy – yes. A fine name.’

Kate knew it didn’t matter what she thought. Mam had a never-ending list of names she wanted to use.

Tommy came back leading Duncan by the hand. From behind his back he drew out a large bunch of hothouse arum lilies. They were fresh, and the raindrops on them sparkled in the firelight.

‘I brought some flowers for you, Mam.’ He laid them beside her on the bed.

Kate went to the window to hide her smile and her embarrassment that they should be offered in front of Mrs Potter. She must surely know they’d come from the cemetery. No doubt she could even name the grave; it would be the most recent burial.

She drew the heavy chenille curtains further back. They were faded now and dusty but they still kept out the cold. There were lacy net curtains too and the looking glass standing on the dressing table cut out much of the light from the room.

She could hear hens cackling. She looked down. There was a new hen run attached to next door’s old pig house.

Her mother said: ‘Thank you, Tommy, they’re lovely,’ and put out her arms to give him a hug.

Kate felt she had to intervene. ‘Tommy, love,’ she said gently. ‘It’s not right to take flowers from the cemetery. Really, he should take them back, shouldn’t he, Mrs Potter?’

The midwife turned to her. She seemed flustered and upset.

‘This baby isn’t right.’ She’d been dressing him in the clothes Kate had prepared weeks ago. ‘I’m sure he isn’t right.’

Mam was pulling herself up the bed. ‘What d’you mean, not right?’

‘He won’t grow up right.’ She held him up for them to see, then put him down in the bottom drawer of the chest. It was always taken out and used as a cot for newborn members of the family, because the last baby was still using the cot.

‘Better get the doctor in to tell you. He’ll explain it properly.’

Mam sounded irritable. ‘I can’t afford one and six just for the doctor to tell me things. Can’t you tell me?’

‘I’ve seen this sort of baby before . . . He’s not right.’

‘He seems all right to me,’ Mam said, frowning.

‘He’ll be like Charlie Politt on Powell Street.’

Kate froze. Charlie Politt definitely wasn’t right and never would be. She took another peep at the new infant. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully. There were little snorts and gurgles, but all her brothers had made such noises when they were newborn.

‘Look at his eyes,’ the midwife said. ‘They’re sort of slanty, and his head’s small.’

Mam snorted indignantly. ‘I can’t see that a small head will be much of a problem.’

Kate quaked inwardly. The nurse was saying the baby wouldn’t grow up to earn his own living. That he’d be an extra mouth to feed all his life.

 



Mrs Potter was putting on her hat and coat.

‘Right, I’m going now. There’s nothing I need tell you about looking after babies, you’ve brought up plenty already. Try and get some sleep, Mrs McGlory. I’ll be back tomorrow to see how you’re both getting on.’

Kate saw her out. Tom had had to cut the lilies down so they’d fit in a two-pound jam jar. She took them back to her mother’s room.

‘What’s this about Dad not coming home? Why doesn’t he come?’

Her mother was shaking her head. Kate could see tears glistening in her eyes.

‘I don’t know. I wish he would.’

Dad had always come home when her brothers were born. He never did much to help except make cups of tea. More often than not he got in the way, but he was always here, showing interest in the new arrival. He set great store by wetting the baby’s head down at the pub. He even rewarded Mam by bringing home a bottle of stout and providing money for food.

Kate felt that the thing that really set her apart from Mam and the boys was that she couldn’t get on with her father. She’d never been close to him, never felt there’d been any affection on either side. She’d seen him show rough affection for his sons. He called them ‘our Joe’, ‘our Charlie’, ‘our Freddie’, but she was never ‘our Kate’, as though she truly didn’t belong. She hated to be home when he was; he scared her, but she knew Mam needed him and was upset because he wasn’t.

Mam croaked: ‘It’s the money . . .’

It usually came down to money. Two of Kate’s brothers were working now. Joe was fifteen and employed by an undertaker. He had ambitions to drive the smart carriages in the cortège, but at the moment he was polishing them and looking after the horses. Charlie was thirteen and had just started working for a builder. They didn’t earn a lot, but it was something.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got my holiday pay,’ she said. ‘I expect Dad’ll be back before long.’

Mam smiled wanly. It told Kate she’d given up hope.

‘I’m going to the shops now. I’ll take Tommy with me to help carry the bags. What about the little ones?’

‘Freddie’s asleep. I can keep an eye on him anyway.’

‘We’ll take Duncan with us then.’

Downstairs she helped Duncan into his coat and leggings and unhooked another shabby coat hanging behind the back door.

‘Wear this,’ she told Tommy.

‘It’s too small for me.’

‘It’s better than nothing, it’s a raw day. We’ll take the push cart, we need more coal.’

They went up the back garden to what had once been the pig pen. Tommy pulled out a wooden box fitted over the wheels of an old pram. Duncan wanted to ride in it.

To Kate, it was like stepping back in time to be buying in the local shops. She’d spent much of her childhood doing it. Everybody knew her and Tommy and asked about her mother. She told them all she had a new brother but not that Mrs Potter was suggesting there was something wrong with him, though she and Tommy had talked of nothing else since they set out.

She bought stewing meat to make scouse for dinner, and stocked up with basic foodstuffs. She knew she had to be very careful with the cash if Dad wasn’t going to keep the family any longer. She had a lot of mouths to feed.

They were walking home, Kate weighed down by two heavy bags, Tommy finding it hard work to push the box on wheels. It now held a bag of coal and half a sack of potatoes, and Duncan was perched on top. It squeaked and rattled with every turn of the wheels. Suddenly Tommy stopped. Kate heard his shuddering intake of breath.

‘There’s Dad.’ He was jabbing his finger to show her.

Kate gulped. There was no doubt, it was Mitch McGlory, tall, broad shouldered, big-boned, with a red neckerchief knotted over a collarless flannel shirt. He’d done physical work all his life and prided himself on his strength. He could crack walnuts in his fist to prove it. He was coming out of the Queen’s Head public house, and there was a woman with him.

‘Who’s that he’s talking to?’ Tommy hissed.

Kate didn’t know. The woman looked about thirty. They heard her laugh; she was vivacious, tossing her head as she spoke. Mitch McGlory was bending towards her as though anxious not to miss a word. He kissed her cheek and walked away. The woman looked round, then went back inside the pub.

‘Oh no!’ Kate was asking herself if Mitch had found another woman.

Tommy pulled at her coat, echoing her thoughts. ‘Is she why Dad never comes home?’

‘He’s going home now,’ Kate pointed out. Mitch was stepping out briskly in the direction of the cemetery. ‘Where else could he be going? Come on.’

Slowly the wheels of the push cart began to squeak onwards.

‘Hurry,’ Tommy urged. ‘Let’s catch him up.’

‘No, not with these heavy bags, we won’t be able to.’ It was an excuse. Kate didn’t want to catch him up. She was wary of her father. ‘Let’s see if he is going home.’

They followed him up the cart track. He went to number three like a homing pigeon. Through the back door without stopping to wipe his feet.

‘He’s back then,’ Tommy whispered.

Kate groaned inwardly. He ought to be at work now; she hoped he still had a job. The last thing she wanted was for him to be off work during this week when she’d be at home.

‘I’m going to play out.’ Duncan scrambled down from his perch and shot off along the row of cottages.

‘He’s covered with coal dust,’ Tommy said. ‘We shouldn’t have let him ride on top.’

Kate said: ‘Put the coal in the shed and bring a bucketful to the fire before you take your coat off.’

She raked the ash out of the grate and built up the fire. She’d need it to cook the stew for dinner. The whole house would feel more cheerful when it blazed up.

‘Get some water in, Tommy, before you do anything else.’

‘I want to see Dad. I want to tell him . . .’

‘Mam will want him to herself for a little while. She’ll want to show him the new baby.’

She could hear voices upstairs, and they sounded angry. ‘Go on, get some water.’

 



Kate started to put her shopping away in the pantry. Having Dad home again was making her quake. His presence seemed to reverberate through the little house. She could never relax when he was here. Not since . . .

When she was just turned fourteen, she’d come home for a day off. She’d been working for the Hallidays but as a housemaid at that time. It had been a Tuesday, because they liked the house staff to work on Sundays when the shop was closed.

Mitch had been between jobs and had had no work for ten days. Mam had said he was getting restless. He did odd jobs for anyone who would give him money for beer and fags, worked his garden and sometimes went poaching.

After a lunch of bread and cheese, Kate went up to the bedroom she shared with Tommy. During the morning, she’d been helping Mam in the house, cleaning and scouring. Now she was going to go shopping for her; that was the job she enjoyed most. The house was empty, the older boys were at school. Mam was drinking tea round at number one with her friend Ada Catchpole. Tommy had followed her, though he said he wanted to come shopping with Kate.

Kate had half an hour to herself. She had a new green blouse to wear. At least, it was new to her. Josie Oaks had given it to her because she’d grown out of it. It was a warm summer day and she wanted to show it off.

She took off her working clothes and washed herself in the bowl of warm water she’d brought up with her. She was thinking of cutting some of her hair off.

She’d just started putting her hair up, winding her two ginger plaits round her head. They were too long and fat to sit well, and too heavy to keep in place with hairpins.

She heard Dad coming upstairs. No one else sounded so heavy. She thought he was going to his own bedroom, though it was something he rarely did in the day. He’d gone to the pub before lunch and they’d left his bread and cheese on the table.

She was drying herself when she heard the latch of her door being lifted. Automatically, she covered herself with the towel as Dad’s face came round the door. He didn’t shave during the week, and his chin and neck were covered with strong dark stubble. He had clusters of blackheads round his nose.

‘What do you want?’ she asked.

He came in, closing the door carefully behind him. He’d always had this power of reducing her to a nervous wreck. He had a way of fastening his brown eyes on hers and never dropping his gaze. Almost as though he was stalking her. It made her freeze like a rabbit caught in the light of a lamp.

Suddenly he pounced, lifting a great paw and snatching the towel from her fingers.

‘Dad!’ She started to scream but a heavy hand clamped over her mouth and forced her back against the bed. It smelled of tobacco. His fingers were jerking at her bodice.

She struggled and fought, tried to push his dirt-ingrained hands away. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘Shut up!’ His fist crashed against her jaw, knocking her head back, making her bite her tongue. She could taste the salt of blood. Her heart was pounding and she could feel the sweat breaking out on her hot face.

He tugged at her skirt of dark-green wool. Kate thought it firmly in place until he found the button at her waist and dragged it off. He ripped off her fine white cambric petticoat with lace edging, and her flannel one followed, though she was fighting him every inch of the way. Screaming when she could get her breath. His face, all bristles, scratched against hers. She tried to bite him.

‘You little devil!’ He gave the neck of her bodice an almighty heave and it tore. There was still her vest. She fought to keep it down but he was pulling it up to look at her breasts.

‘Just buds,’ he laughed. His rough paw covered one and squeezed painfully. ‘Not worth looking at.’

She leapt away but he caught her and pulled her down on Tommy’s bed, pushing his face into hers. His breath smelled of beer. She screamed again.

He was pulling at her knickers, the ones she’d been given for Christmas with lace at the knees. She kicked as he dragged them from her body. There were still her interlock knicker linings.

She could hear the bedroom door being kicked open. She knew it was Tommy; he wasn’t even four years old and could barely reach the latch.

He asked in his piping treble: ‘Dad? What are you doing?’

‘Help me. Help me, Tommy,’ Kate screamed. ‘Don’t leave me.’

She glimpsed him through her tears, slight for his age, glossy-haired, a worried look on his pert little face.

Mitch straightened up. She kicked out at him. She was still wearing her high button boots. She heard him grunt with pain and tried to repeat it but he caught her ankle and wouldn’t let it go.

Kate fell back on the bed, crying, and gathered Tommy in her arms. ‘Don’t let him near me.’

Tommy was crying too. ‘Get away from her. You’re hurting her.’

‘I’ll tell Mam,’ Kate spat at him. ‘I’ll tell her what you’ve done to me.’

Mitch’s hand clamped round her neck and squeezed. She coughed and choked. She couldn’t breathe; she panicked again.

‘If you say a word to your mam, I’ll flatten you. Don’t you dare! Do you hear me?’

‘I’ll tell her.’ Tommy was tiny, but he had plenty of spirit. ‘You’re hurting Kate.’

Mitch’s other fist shot out to grab Tommy by the collar of his jumper. He pulled him closer.

‘You too, Tommy. One word to your mam and I’ll kill you.’

Kate wept and coughed as he loosened his hold on her. ‘I hate you. Hate you.’

‘I haven’t touched you anyway. No harm done. No need to make such a fuss.’ He gave Tommy a cuff with his fist that sent him flying.

‘Don’t you two forget. I’ll kill you if there’s a peep out of either of you.’

Kate lay huddled with Tommy until he grew restless and pulled away. Then she got up and washed herself again. She felt sick. Slowly then, she dressed herself in the clothes that weren’t torn.

‘Bring me a needle and cotton,’ she bade Tommy. She mended her bodice, since she had no other with her. Then she combed her ginger hair and put her hat on top. There was shopping to get.

That secret had drawn her and Tommy together over the years, though they never spoke of it. Neither of them told Mam. They were too frightened to do anything. But anyway, Kate felt Mam had to be protected. She thought the world of Mitch. Her hand would go out to touch him, her soft voice could control him.

When he belched noisily after a meal, she’d say: ‘Please don’t, Mitch.’

‘A sign of satisfaction, love. It was a good meal.’

‘It’s not a habit I want the boys to pick up.’

Kate never had been able to see what it was her mother liked about him.




Chapter Three

Kate finished putting the shopping away and started to tidy up their one living room. Usually it looked bright and homely, with a rag rug in front of the hearth and geraniums in pots on the windowsills. There was no separate kitchen and what had been intended as a parlour was used as a bedroom by the older boys.

Tommy carried in a bucket of water to fill the boiler in the range, then brought in another to stand in the corner so that they had cold water on hand too.

As Kate started to chop up the meat to make the stew, the voices upstairs grew louder. Tommy perched on the edge of the stool beside her; his eyes kept going anxiously to the ceiling.

They heard a bellow of rage from Dad.

‘We’ve got to go up.’ Tommy’s voice was an agonised whisper.

Kate put down her knife, wiped her hands on a cloth and headed for the stairs. She knew he was one step behind her.

‘Mam!’ At her bedroom door Tommy leapt forward and threw his arms round her. Kate could see she was crying. Somehow she found the courage to turn on her father.

‘Leave Mam alone. Can’t you see you’re upsetting her?’

Kate had never got over her fear of him. She’d never spoken of it to anybody, not even to Tommy. She did her best to hide it from Mam, but Mitch knew. His aggressive eyes stared into hers and pinned her down by force of will. She bristled with resentment. She knew it was his way of showing his power. Power over his family and particularly over her.

‘So you’re here again?’

She was worked up enough to answer pertly: ‘Somebody has to be at a time like this.’

‘Less of your lip, you.’

Mitch’s hair had been glossy and thick when he was young; now it was growing sparse on top and hung round his head in greasy rings. His nose was not quite straight, having been broken in a pub fight in his youth.

He’d come over from Ireland to get work blasting out the railway tunnel between Liverpool and Birkenhead. As a child, Kate had listened to his stories about the terrible conditions he’d had to endure. Water seeping into the tunnel so fast that many were drowned. Then the rock-boring machine they’d brought in dried the rock dust to such a degree that it filled the air so that they coughed and choked and could barely see what they were doing.

But when that tunnel was finished and the trains began to run, he had to go further afield to find work. The rail network had already spread across the country, but sometimes there was work building a new tunnel or laying another branch line, but mostly the work was maintenance. He handed over just enough of his wages to keep them in poverty and spent the rest on drink and tobacco for himself.

He turned back to leer at her mother and prod at the makeshift cot.

‘How do I know he’s mine? You’ve picked up some fancy man while I’ve been away.’

‘No, I tell you.’

Kate stopped, appalled. How could he say such a thing?

‘I’ve never sired that baby.’ Dad was blustering. ‘It’s got slant eyes, it looks Chinese.’

Mam was scrubbing at her eyes with the sheet. ‘Course you have. You never leave me alone, do you?’

‘I’m not staying here to be cuckolded.’ Her father was heaving at the drawers in which he kept his own clothes and tossing their contents into a bag. ‘You only want me because you know I’ll tip up my wage every week. I’m going and I’m not coming back. I’ve had enough.’

Kate wanted to ask if he was leaving because he had another woman. She had to bite the words back, afraid it would upset Mam more to know what they’d seen. She was sure Dad was using the baby as an excuse.

She stood watching him pack his possessions while Mam’s face screwed up with tears she made no attempt to hide.

‘You’ve got to stay,’ Tommy entreated. ‘You’ve got to stay, Dad. Mam wants you here.’

‘Where’ve you put my new bowler hat?’ Dad was demanding. ‘Where is it, woman?’

‘In the box at the top of the stairs,’ Mam sobbed.

‘Get it for me,’ he snapped at Kate. ‘Help me get packed.’

He expected her to wait on him hand and foot. He bossed them all about, shouting his orders. The older boys no longer leapt to his will, but if Kate didn’t he’d turn nasty. Sometimes he’d let his fists fly, particularly if he’d had a drink or two. She resented it, resented the affection the boys showed him, resented the way Mam relied on him.

‘Go on, get a move on, you surly bitch.’

It dawned on Kate then that he was packing his things in Josie Oaks’ carpet bag. She felt the heat rushing up her cheeks as she leapt at him.

‘You can’t take that. It’s not mine. I borrowed it to come home.’ She snatched up the bag and tipped all his things out on to the bedroom lino.

He let out another bellow of rage and his great paw slapped against her chin, sending her reeling. Kate staggered back against the wall, but she wasn’t having this.

‘Where are my things? What have you done with them? The things that were in it? You’ve no right to help yourself to this bag. I have to take it back.’

Mitch stepped forward to snatch it. Little Tommy, puny in comparison, was pushing himself between her and his dad. His fists were up to defend her.

‘Don’t you hurt Kate. I won’t let you.’

Mitch went off into peals of cruel laughter. Kate snatched up Josie’s bag and escaped to the back bedroom, her mind whirling. She’d never have dared to thwart Dad if she’d given it a moment’s thought. She stuffed the bag under one of the two rickety iron bedsteads. She could feel tears of desperation in her eyes, but she was not going to let him take it.

Her clothes had been tipped out in a heap on Tommy’s bed. All the time she’d spent ironing her blouses had been wasted. The door crashed back.

‘I’ve got to have a bag,’ Dad stormed. ‘How can I get my things together otherwise?’

‘You’ve got a bag. Use that.’

‘I need another. I’m going for good. That isn’t big enough.’

‘There’s shopping bags downstairs, Dad. Take them if you must.’

‘Get me one,’ he ordered.

Kate was reluctant to go. She didn’t want to leave him in the room with Josie’s bag.

‘I’ll show you . . .’ She led the way downstairs, and gulped with relief when she found he was following her. Down in the living room, she dared to say more.

‘We saw you with another woman. Me and Tommy, you can ask him. We saw you coming out of the pub. That’s why you’re going, isn’t it?’

Mam had good canvas shopping bags with rope handles. If he took one away she’d miss it.

‘Why do you have to upset Mam by saying that about the baby? He looks like Fred when he was small. And Tommy, he’s got the same colour hair.’

‘But Chinese eyes,’ Dad spat back. ‘Or Japanese. That fellow down in the market.’

‘Don’t say such things,’ Kate stormed. ‘You’re just saying that to excuse yourself. Mam wouldn’t do such a thing. You know that. We’re all your children.’

He straightened up to his full six feet. His Irish eyes confronted hers aggressively.

‘Well, Miss Hoity-Toity, you aren’t for a start. And that’s a fact. You’re nothing to me.’

Suddenly Kate felt she couldn’t breathe. Her legs felt weak with shock.

‘You were two years old before I set eyes on your mother.’

She didn’t doubt it for one minute. Hadn’t she always been listing the ways in which she was different from the rest of the family? Then there was the four-year gap between her and Joe. She cringed in revulsion. She understood now why he didn’t love her.

‘You’re lucky to be alive, you little bitch. You know what usually happened?’

Kate stared back at him, mesmerised. she shook her head.

‘It was always happening. Servant girls like your mother getting themselves in trouble and trying to hide it. Often they gave birth alone, so they did. They’d kill the child, so they could carry on as though nothing had happened.’

Kate felt the hairs lift on the back of her neck. ‘Is that what happened? Was Mam alone when . . .’ Her tongue was dry with agony. No wonder her mother didn’t love her either. She’d brought her terrible trouble.

He shrugged. ‘Just saying it, I am. Before my time. It could have happened like that, often did.’

Kate pushed the shopping bag over to him and moistened her lips. She had to know.

‘Who was my father?’

His hand closed on the bag. ‘How would I know? You’ll have to ask your mother about that.’

 



Mitch McGlory went bounding back upstairs to finish his packing and Kate collapsed on the sagging basket chair.

How many times had she tried to recall her earliest years? She could remember when there was just her and Mam. She could remember Mam crying and being very sad, but she didn’t think there had been any other man in their life.

Long ago, she’d guessed Mitch wasn’t her father. The way he treated her, his whole manner had told her that. There were all the other reasons too that had made her come to the conclusion that Mam had had her before she was married.

She’d been thirteen when she’d first plucked up enough courage to ask her about it.

Mam had flared up straight away. ‘Not your father? What’s the matter, isn’t he good enough for you?’

Kate had tried to explain. ‘It’s not that . . .’

‘Of course he’s your father. He’s my husband and father of you all. You can forget your silly ideas. Put them right out of your mind. You’re not any different to the rest of the family. That’s the truth. Don’t you dare suggest such a wicked thing again.’

Kate had believed her. She’d put it right out of her head, just as Mam had ordered her to. Now, as she listened to the sounds of Mitch McGlory leaving for good, she wanted to weep with disbelief to find she’d been right all along.

Freddie and Duncan were rolling about on the rag mat in front of the fire; fists were being raised. She pulled Freddie up on her knee to protect him, without saying a word. Mitch came heavily downstairs. She heard her mother cry out after him:

‘Mitch, don’t go. Please don’t go.’

He slammed through the back door without so much as a glance towards his sons.

Kate knew it wasn’t a good time to talk to her mother, but she couldn’t wait any longer. She went upstairs to the ornate brass bedstead in the front room. Her mother’s face was turned into the pillow.

She asked: ‘Why did you tell me Mitch McGlory was my father? I asked you, and you said he was. I believed you. You were telling lies!’

Mam sobbed and the words came out slowly.

‘He made an honest woman of me. He was a hard worker, a good man. He turned over his wages . . .’

‘Who was my father? Mam, I’ve got to know.’

But Mam wouldn’t say another word. Kate tried to press her but it only upset Mam more. In the end, she went downstairs none the wiser.

She set about tidying up the living room again, banging things about while her curiosity grew and grew. Why shouldn’t she know? Why was Mam acting so strangely? She’d kept it a secret all these years, insisting Mitch was her father. But now Kate knew that wasn’t the case, why not tell her the truth about what had happened? She felt now that she was grown up, she had a right to know.

 



By four o’clock, Harry, who was six, was home from school. The great cauldron of scouse that had hung on a chain simmering over the fire for hours, was ready and filling the kitchen with mouthwatering scents.

‘I’m hungry,’ Tommy said. Kate felt ravenous; she’d had nothing to eat since breakfast.

‘I want to take some up to Mam. She’s exhausted and she won’t rest until she’s eaten. I’ll dish up for the rest of you, if you’ll keep an eye on Fred.’

‘Course I will.’ Tommy was sitting Freddie up at the table . . . The others were old enough to look after themselves.

Kate was really worried now. If Mitch had left for good, there’d be no more money from him and she couldn’t see how Mam could manage. She took a big plateful of scouse up on a tray for her.

‘Come on, Mam. You’ll feel better when you’ve had something to eat.’ She helped her up the bed, set the tray across her knees.

The new baby was mewling softly. Kate picked him out of his drawer. He was wet, so she set about changing his napkin. She was a dab hand at caring for babies, having had so much practice with her brothers. Then she picked him up to give him a little cuddle. Took him nearer the window to look at him more closely.

Her mother croaked: ‘Is he all right? What d’you think?’

Kate didn’t want to discuss this with her mother now. They were all too emotionally charged, and Mam looked exhausted. Her own mind was still churning after the row with Mitch. She couldn’t get over the shock that he’d walked out for good. She’d always believed Mam inspired undying devotion in every member of the family.

She said carefully: ‘He does have almond eyes, but he doesn’t seem much different to the others.’

She wanted to be honest, no point in doing otherwise. After what Mrs Potter had said, they were bound to speculate, but Mam had had all she could stand for one day. Kate felt fearful about the baby herself.

‘Before I go back, we’ll take him to see the doctor. See what he says. It’ll put your mind at rest.’

‘I can’t afford . . .’

‘I’ll pay.’

‘With your dad going . . .’

Kate wasn’t going to argue that he wasn’t her dad. Not now, not today. Though she was burning up about that too.

‘How am I going to manage without his money?’

Kate thought that a more urgent matter. ‘I’ll be able to give you a little more.’

They both knew that most of what she earned already came to the family one way or another.

‘And our Tommy will be old enough to work soon. Things will get better as they all get older.’

Her mother blew hard into her handkerchief. ‘I need you here to look after me. I can’t manage everything by myself.’

‘Mam, I can’t. I’d be another mouth to feed if I stayed at home.’

She didn’t want to stay here. She wanted to go back to the relative peace of the shop. Yes, she had to get up early and work hard, but she didn’t have worries like this. And besides, there was Jack Courtney.

Her mother scraped her plate clean. Kate could see her eyelids closing.

‘You’ll need to suckle the baby before you go to sleep.’

Kate could see from Mam’s face that she didn’t want to. For a moment she thought she’d refuse. The she moved the tray and the plate to the other side of the bed.

‘Give him here then.’

Kate put the baby in her arms. He was sleepy and slow to feed. Mam had to keep tickling his toes to keep him awake. It seemed to take for ever, but they both knew the babe had to get enough to grow. Tommy brought up a cup of tea and took the tray away.

At last Mam said: ‘That should do him for his first day.’

With baby Billy tucked back in his drawer and her mother ready to drop off, Kate went downstairs. She felt very hungry indeed.

‘You’re a good boy, Tommy.’

He’d started to wash up in an enamel bowl of hot water, turning the dishes out on a tin tray to drain as soon as he’d cleared enough space for it on the kitchen table.

‘Had to, no more clean plates.’

Joe came in from work before they’d got the dishes dry. He saw Kate there and asked straight away: ‘Is it a girl this time?’

They’d barely finished telling him the news when Charlie appeared and they had to go through it all again. She divided the rest of the scouse between the three of them and sat down to eat feeling that she’d drop if she didn’t.

Noisy and excited, all her brothers swirled round in the confined space. Kate had to ask them to be quiet because Mam was asleep. There was little rest to be had when the meal had been cleared away, between making the fire up and keeping peace amongst the younger ones. Joe lit the oil lamp and she did her best to darn their socks and the elbows of their jerseys.

She got little Freddie ready for bed, but as his cot was in Mam’s room she let him play downstairs until she heard the new baby whimper again. Then she crept up and put Freddie in his cot and brought Billy down to the fire. Joe took him from her.

‘He looks all right to me.’

Charlie took him from Joe. ‘The spitting image of Freddie when he was born. Perhaps we’re worrying for nothing.’

Kate tried to give the baby a drink of boiled water. He hadn’t wanted his mother’s milk but he wanted the water even less.

When she took Billy back to his drawer, Mam was awake again, so she heated a cup of milk for her. Kate felt exhausted; the only place where there was room for her to lie down was in the double brass bed beside Mam.

 



To Kate, the soft whimper seemed a long way away. She lay still in the darkness trying to remember where she was. Then she heard the snore beside her and she knew she was in Mam’s bed at home. Freddie’s cot was close beside her; he was breathing deeply, fast asleep. Another whimper, louder this time, and she knew the new baby needed attention.

She got out of bed and the room seemed icy. There was light coming under the heavy curtains. She’d washed them some years ago and they’d shrunk so that they swung an inch short of the sill. In the half-light, she reached for an old coat she’d thrown across the foot of the bed and pulled it on over her nightie. Billy let out a wail of protest that was loud enough to wake her mother. Kate changed his napkin and brought him to the bed.

‘I’m glad you’ve woken up,’ she whispered. ‘I think he wants another feed.’

Mam was slow to unfasten her nightie and put him to the breast. Billy let out an impatient wail.
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