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Chapter One

1912

‘You can’t wear a hat in the house!’ Kate Greenway’s voice penetrated her mother’s reverie. ‘Mam, tell her she can’t wear a hat, she’ll look daft.’

‘No she won’t. No one decent goes out without a hat, if they’ve got one. You’d better pin it on well, Evvie, the Pier Head can be a windy hole on a raw December Saturday,’ Peg Greenway answered absently, not noticing her daughter’s raised eyebrows at her failure to grasp her point.

Despite the years of hardship Peg was still a handsome woman. Physically she’d always been big-boned, but now there was more flesh on those bones. Her hair, still thick and untinged by grey, was worn in a tight knot at the back of her head.

She inhaled deeply and nodded with satisfaction at the appetising smell that permeated the kitchen, oblivious to her daughters’ heated debate. She smiled as she stirred the big pan of scouse that stood bubbling gently on the open range, a smile that encompassed her seventeen-year-old twins as they took off their heavy shawls, hung them on the hook behind the door and plumped themselves down on the old sofa.

Peg thought what a fortunate woman she was. Things were far better these days with all the family working, except of course young Joe. For most of her married life she’d had to manage on Bill’s small wage from the tannery  in Gardners Row. It wasn’t a very pleasant job and his work clothes stank but at least it was a steady wage she could count on each week. Unlike many women she knew who had to try and keep a family on whatever their men managed to earn down at the docks.

She’d not lost any of her children either and, in a city where so many died before the age of ten, it was a miracle she thanked God for every day of her life. What’s more, the girls had been very fortunate where looks were concerned. It was Ma McNally, the local midwife, who had first called them ‘Angels’. When she’d placed the two identical infants, tightly wrapped in towels, in Peg’s arms, she’d beamed with joy.

‘They’re like a pair of angels, God love them. Mind, you’ll have yer work cut out now, Peggy girl,’ she’d added sagely as she’d busied herself collecting up the stained newspaper, old bits of towels and all the other items scattered around the front downstairs room where Peg’s daughters had been born.

The name ‘Angels’ had stuck, for as Katherine and Evangeline had grown they were the spit of two cherubs and as alike as peas in a pod.

Peg took the big ladle from its place on the wall, stirred the stew again and smiled once more at the twins. They’d inherited none of the physical characteristics of either herself or Bill, a fact she often commented on. Their hair was not a coppery red like her own or Tom’s, her oldest son, nor dark brown like Bill’s and young Joe’s. It was blonde – almost silver white in some lights – and it curled naturally. Nor were their eyes brown as were those of the rest of the family. They were blue. A startling, cornflower blue. ‘I’ll never know where I got you two from,’ was often heard in number fourteen Silvester Street, though in reality both  Bill and Peg knew where the twins’ head-turning looks originated: his Mam. In her youth Nelly Greenway had been considered a great beauty around the Scotland Road area of Liverpool. It was a pity she’d not lived to see her granddaughters, Bill often said. She’d have been as proud of them as he was. Nelly’s own daughters had died young – as had two of her sons, in the days when cholera had raged regularly through the slum-ridden city, decimating the poor who lived in conditions far worse than those that now existed in the courts and streets around Scotland Road and Vauxhall Road.

Bill was a quiet man who worked hard and left the day-to-day management of the family in the capable hands of Peg. They were proud of their family: apart from the girls, Tom was a fine lad and though young Joe was a bit of a tearaway there was no badness in him.

Peg glanced again at her daughters and felt a sense of achievement. She’d often caught her husband looking at them in the same way – the ‘Angels of Silvester Street’, as they’d come to be known, though, Peg thought ruefully, angels with dirty faces more often than not when they’d been growing up.

After she’d tasted the stew, Peg nodded. It was almost ready.

Kate pursed her lips in annoyance and raised her eyes to the ceiling while Evvie grinned at her mother.

‘Mam, you’ve not been listening to a word I’ve said. I don’t mean she shouldn’t wear her hat when we go and meet Tom tomorrow. I mean she can’t wear a hat for Maggie McGee’s party.’

‘Oh, that,’ Peg replied tersely, sawing at a large loaf with the carving knife and heaping the slices on a plate.

‘Well, all I can say is that Hetty McGee must have more  money than sense. Fancy wasting it on a do for their Maggie an’ her only seventeen. I mean it’s not as though she were twenty-one, like, is it? Now that’s a birthday to really have a do for, if you can afford it. That’s the time to go to Skillicorn’s for the cakes and Pegram’s for the boiled ham. Not now, when that little madam is only seventeen.’

Kate and Evvie exchanged glances. Peg’s views matched those of most of the neighbours. It was something the whole of Silvester Street was talking about for there was hardly ever any spare cash for such frivolities. For big occasions, like a coronation, they all clubbed together for a communal affair but most of the time everyone just managed to scrape a living.

‘Mrs Holden from the shop was saying that it’s a disgrace. A terrible waste spending all that money on Maggie and it will only give her more airs and graces.’

‘Aye, well, Ivy Holden’s got a mouth like a parish oven, but this time I have to agree with her. Get the dishes on the table, Kate. Yer da will be in any minute an’ he likes his meal ready. Evvie, shift yerself, girl. Take the big jug and the bucket out to the tap, I’ve no water left for the kettle, and don’t stand jangling with Josie Ryan,’ Peg instructed, bustling about the small kitchen that also served as a living room for the entire family.

‘Ah, Mam! Can’t our Joe go for it? I’m worn out,’ Evvie complained. Even though she was thankful to have a job, standing all day in Silcock’s Feed factory was not a soft occupation.

Peg shook her head angrily. ‘That little sod has scarpered again an’ I told him I needed him to go down to the tap. Yer da will have to take him in hand – he’s running wild. We’ll’ave the scuffers hammering on the door for him one of these days. Go on, Evvie, be quick if you want a cup of tea.’

As Evvie reluctantly fetched the jug and bucket from the dank, airless scullery Peg sighed, pausing for a moment to glance around, the Fry’s cocoa tin that served as a tea caddy clutched to her chest. She didn’t really have much to show for twenty-three years of marriage.

Apart from the bits and pieces in the bedrooms, all the furniture was in here. The scrubbed table stood against the window wall, with two long benches pushed beneath it. A ladder-back chair and an old sagging sofa were against the opposite wall. A food press with a mesh front, a plain dresser, two three-legged stools, all were crammed in. Rag rugs covered the floor and her pans hung above the range. Above them was suspended the slatted clothes rack that worked on a pulley and rope system, which often collapsed and festooned anyone who happened to be in the room with damp clothes. On the overmantel was a cheap clock, a couple of brass candlesticks complete with candles, a pair of china dogs and a statue of the Virgin Mary.

Peg wore herself out day after day, scrubbing and polishing, but day after day the house defeated her efforts. It was the way they were built, she knew that. They were old, some were very damp and some even looked as though they would fall down any minute, burying their occupants in debris. The kitchen floor was flagged and the chimney often smoked. There was no running water but at least they had their own privy at the bottom of the yard, an earth closet that was emptied once a week. All the houses had their share of bugs. It didn’t matter how many times the Sanitary men came and stoved them, the bugs came back. Bill frequently used a blowlamp to burn them off the iron frames of the beds. The houses all needed knocking down and new ones built, but there was fat chance of that happening.

Like all her neighbours, Peg daily scrubbed the steps, the  window ledges, even the section of pavement outside her door, then she went over the steps with a donkey stone.

Often she would get up off her knees in the street, her back aching, her hands raw with harsh soap and soda, and she’d glare with heartfelt venom at the clouds of smoke that poured from the factory chimneys and those of the Clarence Dock Power Station, known locally as the Three Ugly Sisters. In an hour, less if the wind changed direction, the smuts would undo all her hard work and there was nothing she could do about it. It was the same on washday. She’d cursed Tate & Lyle’s sugar refinery at the bottom of Burlington Street up hill and down dale, but it didn’t make the washing any cleaner.

Suddenly Kate let out a sharp cry and darted into the scullery. Peg, jerked back to reality, looked up in time to see Joe and Mickey Ryan tottering precariously on the wall at the bottom of the yard that led into the entry, or jigger as it was known. She crossed to the window and banged hard on the glass pane with the cocoa tin.

‘Gerroff that wall the pair of you!’ she yelled.

Kate had been quick. She’d caught her brother’s jacket and had hauled him down bodily, then she marched him into the house by his ear.

Peg glared at her younger son, taking in the rip in his jacket, the scuffed boots and the woollen socks hanging untidily around his ankles, revealing dirty scraped knees.

‘Just look at the state of you! I wear meself out washing, ironing, mending and scrimping so you’ll have boots on your feet, and what do you do? You go playing silly beggars with that Mickey Ryan. A pair of flaming little hooligans, that’s what you are! You could have fallen and broken your neck, or worse, landed in the midden! You wait until yer da gets in, Joe Greenway!’

‘It wasn’t all my fault, Mam! He dared me!’ Joe cried indignantly, rubbing his ear but knowing that it would sting even more acutely if his da heard of his escapades. He didn’t see what was so bad about jumping the jigger walls, as it was called. All the kids did it and even his da had admitted to doing it when he’d been a lad, an admission Joe looked on with great resentment, seeing that that game was now forbidden to him. Of course you could end up in Stanley Hospital with a broken arm or leg – and some of his mates considered such injuries were worth it, if it meant no school for a goodish time – but it wasn’t often that that happened.

‘If Mickey Ryan dared you to jump off the landing stage, I suppose you’d be daft enough to do it. Sometimes you’re as thick as the wall, our Joe!’ Kate remarked acidly.

‘Oh, go and get yourself cleaned up and don’t mither me any more tonight with your antics,’ Peg said wearily. Kate was right, sometimes she wondered if Joe had any brains at all. If he had then he certainly didn’t use them very often.

‘There’s no water. I saw our Evvie going down the street,’ Joe said brightly, seeing a reprieve but totally forgetting that it was he who should have fetched the water in the first place.

Peg’s temper flared again. ‘Don’t be so hard-faced, meladdo! Go and help her bring it in. I asked you to get it for me!’ She made a swipe at Joe with the piece of sacking she used as an oven cloth but he darted past her and into the lobby, his boots clattering on the scuffed lino.

Peg shook her head and returned to her preparations. ‘I’ll swing for that lad one of these days, so help me I will!’

‘Oh, he’s not bad, Mam, he’s just easily led,’ Kate consoled her.

‘I know, Kate. But he needs to be kept on the straight and narrow or God knows what he might get up to.’

Kate looked up from setting the table as the back yard door opened.

‘Here’s Da now. He’s early tonight.’

‘Wouldn’t you just know it, when there’s no water for them to get washed in and it’ll take a while to boil. If that young hooligan had gone for it when I asked him to this wouldn’t have happened.’

Bill had removed his boots and left them in the scullery, leaving his jacket in there too since it stank to high heaven – as Peg often commented.

Bill gave his wife a peck on the cheek. He looked tired, Peg thought.

‘I’m sorry, luv, but there’s no water yet. Our Evvie and Joe have gone for it and you’ll have to chastise that little horror, too.’

‘Now what’s he done?’ Bill asked wearily.

‘Jumping the jigger walls, not doing what he’s told, sneaking off before he fetched in the water, to start with.’

‘I’m starving.’

‘We all are, Bill, but there’ll be no tea until you get a wash and change your clothes,’ Peg stated firmly. They might not have much in material things but she did have standards.

After the meal was over, all the chores completed and Joe suitably chastened by his father, Kate and Evvie went up to their tiny bedroom. The house only had two rooms upstairs, and Tom and Joe shared the other. Peg and Bill slept in the parlour, an arrangement that grieved Peg sorely. It had been her lifelong wish to have a ‘best’ room. Somewhere to entertain Father Foreshaw, the parish priest, when he called. It gave you standing amongst the neighbours, but until she  ‘got rid of them all’, as she put it, the parlour had to serve as a bedroom.

The room was cold and smelled musty, and until Kate lit the gas jet and replaced the clear glass mantle, the only illumination came from the streetlamp on the corner of Limekiln Lane. The flickering flame threw long shadows over the room.

‘It’s freezing in here. We should have stayed in the kitchen,’ Evvie complained, pulling the blanket from the bed around her shoulders.

‘And have our Joe listening to every word and telling Mickey Ryan and then having the pair of them skitting and sniggering at me? No, thanks very much!’

Evvie sighed. Kate had always been more out-going, more confident than herself. Ideas and plans were always instigated by Kate; she just followed, usually meekly. There were occasions, though, when she did dig her heels in, if the current idea really didn’t appeal to her.

Kate had wrapped the faded patchwork quilt around her shoulders and was standing by the window, looking out into the street. The rows and rows of soot-blackened terraced houses, their roofs the colour of gunmetal and shiny with the sleet that had been falling since teatime, ran all the way down to the River Mersey. It was too dark to see the river and the forest of masts, spars and funnels of the ships that crowded the six miles of waterfront.

She wanted to get away from here some day, maybe on one of those ships. She certainly didn’t want a carbon copy of her mam’s life. Oh, Da had a steady job – in fact he and Alf McGee, who worked for Bent’s Brewery, were the only two men in the street who did – but life was still grinding hard work for Mam.

When they’d been young, Mam had gone out office  cleaning in the evening to earn a few extra shillings. And that after an exhausting day at home. It wasn’t unusual: all the women in the street either went cleaning or took in washing to make ends meet, except for Ivy Holden at the corner shop.

Apart from Ivy, the only woman with any status was Hetty McGee. She was a dressmaker and over the years she’d gathered a few loyal clients who paid for clothes made on Hetty’s Singer treadle sewing machine that stood in pride of place in her front room, her ‘Fitting Room’ as she so grandly called it. With only three of them in the family there was no overcrowding in their house. The kitchen wasn’t cluttered and Maggie had the enviable luxury of a bedroom to herself.

Kate sighed deeply. She wanted more from life than her mother had had but just what exactly she wasn’t clear. ‘You wouldn’t think it was Christmas in a couple of days, would you?’ she said. ‘There’s not a lot of “glad tidings of great joy” out there.’

Evvie looked at her sharply. ‘Oh, what’s up with you, Kate? You’ve had a cob on all day. It’s not like you to be so short with people and you nearly bit Josie’s head off this morning.’

Josie Ryan didn’t work with them but they all walked to the tram stop together.

‘All she said was that she really liked that Frank Lynch from Athol Street.’ Even as she spoke Evvie became acutely aware of the reason for Kate’s bad humour. ‘So that’s what’s the matter with you. That’s why you were so sharp with Josie. You like him, too, don’t you?’

Kate felt the blood rush to her cheeks. She should have realised that Evvie would know. They were so close that it was a wonder Evvie hadn’t guessed before now. She  turned back to the window and idly traced a pattern in the condensation that misted the pane of glass. ‘So, what if I do? It’s not a crime, is it, or a mortal sin? And he’s not engaged to Josie, is he? He hasn’t even asked her out yet and I hope he doesn’t. I do like him, Evvie. Whenever I see him I feel sort of on edge, and when he looks at me my heart just turns over. Do you think . . . ?’

‘What?’

‘Well, is there such a thing as love at first sight?’

‘I don’t really know and you don’t really know him. I don’t think I could love someone I don’t know.’

‘Oh, Evvie, you’re so . . . wary.’

‘I’m not. I just feel as though I have to know someone before I said I loved them. Do you love him, Kate?’

Kate thought for a moment. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I think I do but what about Josie?’

‘He hasn’t asked her out yet but he hasn’t asked you either.’ Then, seeing the look that came into Kate’s eyes, she added, ‘Oh, all right, don’t get airyated with me, too!’

‘Well, don’t you say anything to anyone. Promise me, Evvie, please? I’d feel such a fool. He hasn’t asked me out, and if . . . if he doesn’t like me – – ’

‘Of course he likes you. I’ve seen the way he looks at you when we leave church on Sunday mornings,’ Evvie said firmly. Josie had been her friend for years but her first loyalty was to her sister.

‘Promise me, just the same?’ Kate pleaded.

‘Oh, all right, I promise. God’s truth.’ Evvie crossed herself to show she was sincere.

Kate sat down on the bed they shared, twisting a strand of hair around her finger, a habit they both had when anxious or upset. She wore her hair in a loose chignon while Evvie’s was swept up into a soft roll that framed her face. It was  the only way people could distinguish between them. When they’d been younger they’d often mischievously changed places, Kate saying she was Evvie and vice versa. Only immediate family didn’t fall for this trickery. Mam could tell them apart just by the sound of their voices.

Kate was thinking of how Frank Lynch’s eyes had swept over her with what she hoped was interest and admiration. Of course it had been after Mass and she’d been looking her best.

‘I wish I had something new to wear for this party,’ she said wistfully.

‘Can’t you afford anything? Not even a blouse?’

‘How can I? We turn up our wages to Mam and I’m still paying off my Sturla’s cheque with my pocket money.’

Evvie brooded in silence. She was in the same position herself. A lot of people used the ‘cheque’ system. It was a form of credit. You went along to Sturla’s Department Store in Great Homer Street, picked what you wanted and then paid a set sum each week until it was all paid off. Often, though, the things that had been purchased were worn out before the debt was paid. She’d used her ‘cheque’ to buy Christmas presents. ‘You know I’d lend you something if I could,’ she said reproachfully.

‘Oh, I know, and I suppose I’m just being daft. I mean, you can’t have everything, not on what Silcock’s pay us, and Mam can’t sew like Mrs McGee.’

‘Maybe our Tom will have got us something, something to wear, from New York.’

‘And pigs might fly. We’ll get the usual little bottle of some cheap scent. He doesn’t earn a fortune, Evvie, and he is good to us. He’s not a steward or a waiter, who at least get tips.’

Evvie nodded her agreement. Working as a trimmer in the  stokehold of the Carmania was her idea of hell. As the ship ploughed its way regularly from Liverpool to New York and back Tom worked like a thing possessed, shovelling coal in temperatures that would make a hot summer day appear cool by comparison. It was hard and dirty work, done in shifts of four hours on, four hours off, and when he got to New York, like nearly every other member of the stokehold, he went on a drinking spree. You couldn’t blame them, they had to have some relaxation.

But somehow Tom always managed to find the time to get them all the requisite little gift. It was a tradition on Merseyside that the seafarers brought home presents, no matter how small or insignificant. Tom always managed to keep a few shillings of his wages too, which was more than most of them did. He left Mam an allotment that she collected from the Cunard Building by the week. All in all, though, he could never be called well off.

‘Ask him to lend you some money then, he won’t mind,’ Evvie suggested, for her sympathy for her sister had set her thinking of solutions.

‘How can I when I won’t be able to pay it back for months? No, I’ll just have to make do with my blue skirt and white blouse. I’ll give the blouse a dip in Robin starch and press it. That’s if I can get it dry without it getting covered in smuts.’ Her thoughts returned to the matter of Evvie’s hat. ‘And you can’t wear a hat. You’ll have to try and find a bit of ribbon or something for your hair instead. Apart from looking daft, you’ll get it ruined. It’ll get knocked and if you take it off someone’s bound to sit on it.’

Evvie nodded. It had just been an idea and not a very good one for it was her only hat. However, she was determined to think of something to smarten up her appearance. ‘I’ll see if I can get a bit of ribbon and maybe an artificial flower in  Great Homer Street Market tomorrow and I’ll pin my hair up. I bet Maggie will have something that looks as though it’s come from Cripps in Bold Street,’ she added wistfully. Not only was Mrs McGee clever at sewing, she often found very ingenious ways of brightening up old clothes – a velvet trim on a jacket, a piece of pleated muslin at the neck of a dress. Maggie, too, was clever with materials, one of the reasons why she’d been accepted as an apprentice seamstress in Sloan’s in Bold Street, the Bond Street of Liverpool.

‘Her dress is pale green foulé with a narrow black stripe, trimmed with black buttons and braid. That’s all I could get out of her. “It’s gorgeous and it’s going to be a surprise,” she kept on saying. Sometimes, I really envy her!’ Kate finished, trying to imagine herself in pale green, trimmed with black braid. She’d certainly catch Frank Lynch’s eye in something like that.

‘I know, so do I. It must be great to be able to make your own clothes,’ Evvie consoled her sister, but she thought it best not to say that Josie Ryan had a new blouse, the front of which was frilled and pin-tucked and embroidered with tiny rosebuds. She’d got it cheap because there was a scorch mark on the back but Mrs Ryan had treated that with bleach until it was barely noticeable.

Evvie, Kate and Josie were firm friends and had been since they were toddlers. Maggie had never been classed as a real friend. She was that little bit younger and had been spoiled in comparison to the rest of them. She just hung about on the fringe of their group and was often a pain in the neck. However, the appearance of Frank Lynch on the scene seemed about to change things between Kate and Josie, Evvie thought, for they were both obviously smitten with him. She didn’t see what either of them saw in him: he was a bit of a loudmouth and fancied himself as  a ladies’ man. Still, it looked as though this birthday party of Maggie’s was going to be interesting to say the least. She just hoped there wasn’t going to be any serious argument or irrevocable rift between Kate and Josie. It would be such a shame if they came to blows over Frank Lynch. Perhaps Josie didn’t want him as much as Kate obviously did. Evvie had never known Kate to say she loved any of the other lads who’d drifted in and out of her life over the last year. Maybe it would be left for Frank Lynch himself to choose.

The front door banged shut and Evvie got up. ‘That’s Da off down the Royal George. I’m going downstairs before I freeze to death.’

Now that she had unburdened herself to Evvie, Kate felt better. ‘I could do with a cup of tea myself and I’m going to shove a couple of bricks in the fire and then put them in this bed. It’s like the flaming North Pole up here.’




Chapter Two

As Peg had prophesied, it was windy and bitterly cold down at the Pier Head that Saturday afternoon. The girls had finished work at lunch time, hastened home, got changed and, with Peg and young Joe, had caught the tram to the landing stage. Bill had to work until six o’clock.

‘Hang on to your hat, Kate, we’ll have to make a dash for it. They’ve already tied up!’ Evvie cried, clutching her sister’s arm, and indicating with a jerk of her head the black hull of the Carmania just visible between the buildings of the waterfront.

The Pier Head was always crowded. Not only was it the terminus for the trams, but it was the site of the Riverside Station, where passengers arrived on the boat trains or departed for London. There were also cars and carriages awaiting the passengers disembarking from the ships tied up at the George’s Landing Stage. Cargo and luggage was also coming ashore, and drays and wagons were lined up, the huge horses waiting patiently, their heads bent against the icy blasts sweeping in from the Mersey estuary.

As quickly as they could they all threaded their way across the cobbles and between the traffic, Peg hanging on tightly to Joe’s arm in case he decided to wander off on his own, for she’d never find him again in this crowd. If she didn’t watch him, he’d be off messing about with the ragged street  urchins, who’d have the eyes out of your head if you so much as blinked.

The two red and black funnels of the Cunarder still sent wisps of white smoke up into the sullen grey sky. Also alongside the stage was the Isle of Man steam packet Mona’s Isle, the Dublin mail boat Leinster, and the Birkenhead ferry Iris.

‘We’ll never get through this lot!’ Kate cried in dismay. ‘We’ll never find him.’

An expression of grim determination crossed Peg’s face. She had no intention of letting the crowd stop her from greeting her son. ‘You keep hold of meladdo here, Kate, and follow me.’ Joe was shoved unceremoniously towards his sister, while Peg elbowed her way ruthlessly through the press of people.

‘Mam! Mam! Over here! Here!’

Hearing the familiar voice, Peg looked up and her face was wreathed in smiles as she caught sight of Tom.

He pushed his way towards her. ‘Here I am, Mam!’

The crowd parted as Peg was kissed and hugged, then Kate and Evvie in turn were caught up and swung off their feet.

‘And how are my Angels? Don’t you look great, the pair of you?’ Tom grinned down at them. He was a younger, taller version of his father and the girls laughed, delighted he was home safe and sound for Christmas.

Joe had attached himself to his brother’s sleeve. ‘Did you bring me any comics? Did you, Tom? Did you? Ah, ay! You promised you would.’

‘Isn’t he awful, Mam? Not “Hello, Tom, how are you?” Oh, no! It’s, “What have you brought me?”’ Kate said acidly.

Peg held on to her hat with one hand; with the other she  gripped Joe by the arm. ‘Oh, you can always rely on him to make a show of you. Let’s get out of this infernal crush. How they all manage to get on to the right ship at the right time beats me!’

Tom swung his canvas bag over his shoulder and pushed forward towards the floating roadway and the line of green and cream trams that waited at the top of it.

Joe looked wistfully towards the line of waiting hackneys. ‘Do you think that maybe one day we might go home in one of them?’ he asked, indicating the cabs. He didn’t hold out much hope, but it never did any harm to ask, and if by some miracle his mam agreed, wouldn’t that be something to tell his mates about? Comics and a hackney. They’d all be green with envy.

‘Listen to him! Does he think money grows on trees or something?’ Evvie laughed.

‘That’s because he sets no value on it. He doesn’t have to slog his guts out the way I have to. Aye, and me da, too.’ Tom gently cuffed his brother’s head. ‘He’ll learn soon enough, though.’

‘He’d learn a good deal sooner if he shifted himself and found something to do that would earn him a copper or two, instead of running the streets with Mickey Ryan and that lot,’ Peg replied.

Joe was stung. ‘I do try! Didn’t Mickey and me carry all that lino for that feller in the market? All the way to Everton we had to lug it, an’ all for threepence.’

Evvie laughed again. ‘It’s a wonder he gave you anything at all, since it was supposed to be delivered to a house in Anfield! He should have given you two a map.’

‘He’s about as useful as a wet Echo! Get on that tram, lad, and stay where I can see you.’ Peg urged her family aboard the Green Goddess.

‘I want to stay on to Great Homer Street to get a bit of ribbon,’ Evvie said as Tom dug in his pocket for the fares.

‘Out on the town, are we, then? What is it? A dance at the Rialto or music hall at the Hippodrome?’ he queried.

‘No, Maggie McGee is having a do for her birthday on Christmas night.’

‘Am I invited?’

‘Of course you are. Hetty knows better than to leave one of my boys out,’ Peg replied, before tapping the woman in front of her on the shoulder. ‘Excuse me, missus, but do you think you could lean forward a bit? That stuffed bird on your ’at is nearly poking me eye out.’

The woman glared but adjusted her large and overtrimmed hat.

‘Mam! You’re awful,’ Kate hissed from the seat behind, while Evvie smothered a grin.

Joe’s queries about the promised comics had been silenced by a handful of large, multi-coloured glass marbles, which had been surreptitiously passed to him by his older brother and which he knew would make him the envy of his gang.

‘So little Maggie is sweet seventeen, then,’ Tom mused.

‘She’s never been sweet, hasn’t that one,’ answered his mother. ‘Hard-faced and as crafty as a cartload of monkeys, she is. It’s Hetty’s fault – she can see no wrong in her, and Alf ’s as bad.’

‘Well, I suppose they think they’re lucky to have her, after losing the rest.’

Peg nodded grimly. Hetty had lost three children to measles and diphtheria before she’d managed to rear Maggie.

‘She’s having a new frock,’ Kate sighed.

‘Oh for God’s sake, don’t start that again!’ her mother complained. ‘I’ll be glad when this flaming party is over,  I really will. You’d think it was a posh garden party or something the way everyone is carrying on. I don’t want to hear another word about it, at least not for the rest of the way home.’

As soon as they were back Peg made a cup of tea and Kate put the flatirons to heat. Tom had taken himself off upstairs to unpack, after he’d informed them that the usual homecoming gifts would not be distributed until Christmas Day. This elicited frowns and tuts of disappointment, but he was adamant.

‘Oh damn!’ Peg suddenly cried, her tone irritable in the extreme.

‘Now what’s the matter?’ Kate asked, smoothing out the old pressing cloth.

‘I’ve forgotten to get the salt fish for tomorrow’s breakfast. I must be getting old; I’ve got a head like a sieve lately.’

Kate didn’t particularly like the fish that was the traditional Sunday breakfast in Liverpool. She was concentrating hard on getting the iron to the right temperature to cope with the neck frills of her best blouse. With its leg-o’-mutton sleeves and high collar, it wasn’t the easiest thing to iron. ‘Ask our Joe to go down for it, or maybe Evvie will remember and bring some in with her.’

‘I never mentioned it so she won’t think about it, and where has that lad got to now? Joe! Joe! Come here this minute,’ she yelled, but there was silence. Joe had evidently gone in search of his mates.

‘Oh, it’s no use, I’ll have to go myself.’ She reached for her shawl but before she could locate her battered purse, Joe came bounding into the room from the yard.

‘I’ve got a job, Mam! A regular job for Saturdays.’

‘Doing what?’ Kate asked.

‘Well, as I was passing I just looked in the window of Steadman’s. Mr Steadman came out—’

‘Why were you fooling around outside the pawnshop?’ Peg interrupted.

‘I wasn’t foolin’ around, I was looking, seeing if there was anything I could afford for you for Christmas.’

Peg sighed. ‘Don’t be so daft, lad. Besides, you know he sells a lot of stuff off on Christmas Eve on that bit of land in Kew Street. You’d be better to wait until then – that’s if you’ve got any money, which I doubt.’

‘I will have, Mam. Anyway, he says to me, “Joe, would you like to earn threepence a week?”’

‘Threepence! What for?’ Kate cried.

Old Levi Steadman lived above his shop with his only son, Ben. Mrs Steadman had passed away years ago from consumption. While it was the general consensus that Levi must have a bit of money tucked away, he wasn’t a man to fling it about, particularly not on ten-year-old hooligans like her brother.

‘I’ve to set and light the fire and the gas, cook whatever he’s left, sweep the kitchen and then take all the rubbish out into the yard, every Saturday.’

‘You cook! You’ll burn the place down!’ Kate laughed.

‘I won’t! It’ll all be ready in the pan and all I’ll have to do is watch it.’

‘Oh, now I see. It’s their Sabbath and they can’t do things like that. So what happened to that other lad who used to do it for him?’

‘Dunno, but I said I’d do it. Is it all right, Mam? I mean, I won’t get into trouble from Father Foreshaw?’

Peg smiled and ruffled his hair. ‘No, lad, you won’t. We all pray to the same God. Come on, get going if you’ve chores to do. I’ll walk to the corner with you.’

On her way up the street, Peg passed the time of day with her neighbours.

‘All ready for the big do?’ Mary Ryan from number eight called as she half-heartedly swept her step for the second time that day.

Peg rolled her eyes skyward in reply and Mary nodded her understanding and agreement.

‘Are you off down the market, Peg?’ Vi Hawkins called. She herself was carrying a heavy hemp bag and was about to inform Peg which stallholders had bargains.

‘No, Vi, I’m going last thing Christmas Eve. Better bargains then and the stuff ’s a bit fresher, too.’ Even though there was more money these days Peg never spent foolishly and late on Christmas Eve meat and fruit and vegetables were all reduced to half price.

When she returned home it was to find Kate still pressing her blouse and Evvie begging her sister to ‘run the iron over’ a length of scarlet ribbon. She was surprised to see Ben Steadman sitting in the ladder-back chair by the range as though it was something he did every day of his life.

He got to his feet the minute he saw Peg. ‘Dad asked me to come in and see you, Mrs Greenway,’ he explained, a little abashed, thinking that maybe he’d taken Evvie’s invitation to make himself at home a bit too literally. He glanced awkwardly at the figure of a woman in a long white robe, covered by a blue cloak, that smiled down from the overmantel.

Peg hung up her shawl and took the fish into the scullery. ‘How is your dad, Ben?’ she called. The little pawnbroker was liked by nearly everyone. He was unfailingly considerate and courteous, qualities that were admired by his customers. There was never any of the false cheerfulness or ill-disguised avarice of Jimmy Heggerty, whose  shop was on the corner of Scotland Road and Martin Street.

‘He’s fine, considering his arthritis.’

‘I’ll be with you in a minute, lad. I’ll just put this fish in to soak otherwise I’ll be able to mend the soles of our Joe’s boots with it.’

Ben smiled at Evvie, who returned his smile. She liked Ben Steadman. He was older than she and he was handsome in a dark, foreign sort of way. She didn’t understand all the customs that he and his father adhered to, but he’d always been friendly towards her.

Ben looked down at his feet, a little embarrassed. He’d known Evvie all her life, and served her many times in his father’s shop in years past when money had been very scarce in the Greenway household. But suddenly he’d realised that she’d grown up. It surprised him and as he’d sat and talked to her he’d felt strangely drawn to her and it was more than just the undeniable fact that she, like her sister, was beautiful. It was Evvie’s quietness, her reticence that attracted him most.

Peg bustled back into the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Right, spit it out lad.’

‘Has Joe told you that Dad asked him to light the fire and the gas every Saturday?’

‘Yes, he said your da’s going to pay him threepence. Are you sure he’s sensible enough?’

‘Dad thinks so. I just came to ask you, formally, like, if you had any objections?’

‘No, I’m all for our Joe earning a few honest coppers. What happened to that Vinny Brennan?’

Ben looked grim. ‘He stole from us, Mrs Greenway. I’d suspected him for a while. It was just little things that kept disappearing – spoons, a vase, then a glass sugar bowl that  had been Mam’s favourite – but we couldn’t prove it. So I watched him. He thought I’d gone out. I caught him in the act, putting a little glass salt cellar and spoon in his pocket.’

‘I never trusted the Brennans meself. A shifty-looking lot, and old Ma Brennan sitting in the side passage of the Throstle’s Nest morning, noon and night. Well, our Joe won’t be robbing you blind, Ben, you can rest assured of that. And I’ll see he doesn’t go forgetting to turn up or that he doesn’t burn the place down.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Greenway, we’re very grateful.’

‘Are you going to the McGees’, Ben?’ Kate asked, having finally finished with the blouse to her satisfaction but holding it up for closer scrutiny.

‘Yes, Dad’s not, though. He gets tired so Christmas is a rest for him.’

‘You don’t have Christmas, do you?’ Kate queried.

‘No. We have Hanukkah, the festival of the lights.’

Three curious pairs of eyes were turned towards him but he suddenly felt disinclined to explain the Jewish festival to them. It would only serve to emphasise the differences in their beliefs and way of life.

‘Is that what you’re going to wear, Kate?’ he asked.

She nodded without enthusiasm.

‘Of course, anything we wear will be put in the shade by Maggie’s new dress,’ Evvie explained, then fell silent, intercepting a look from Peg.

Ben smiled at her. ‘I always think it’s not what you wear, it’s the sort of person you are that matters, but you’ll be the belles of the ball, both of you. Maggie can’t hold a candle to you,’ he said.

Evvie felt herself blushing and hoped her mam hadn’t noticed.

‘Oh, get off with you and your flattery,’ Peg chided laughingly, but she noted the way he was smiling at Evvie. Well, that was a friendship that must definitely be nipped in the bud.




 Chapter Three

Hetty McGee sat back on her heels and surveyed her handiwork with some satisfaction.

‘Just a fraction more off the hem, I think.’

‘Oh, Mam! I’ve been standing here for hours and my legs are aching,’ Maggie complained, a pout on her lips and the light of mutiny in her grey eyes.

‘Well, if you want to look as though you’d bought it in Blacklers, fine! I go to all the trouble to copy a Paris model gown and all you do is moan and complain! I’ve stood for hours in front of Cripps, memorising all the details and trimmings.’

‘Sorry, Mam.’ Maggie knew she really was very lucky. Mam had spent hours on this dress.

‘And I should think so too,’ Hetty muttered, her mouth full of pins.

The dress looked well on Maggie, she thought, but even she couldn’t honestly say that Maggie was a beauty. Wearing the dress she looked quite elegant – attractive in a homely sort of way – but no amount of curling papers or tongs could induce her daughter’s fine, mousy brown hair to curl, so the style Maggie had adopted was rather severe. Her eyes were definitely her best feature and if she would smile more often she would be quite passable. Frequently, though, Maggie frowned, and the lines on her forehead were already deepening.

‘You know you’ll have to give over frowning so much, Maggie, or you’ll get wrinkles and you’ll look old and sour before you’re twenty-one.’

Maggie sighed deeply. She didn’t want another lecture; she got enough of those at work. Mrs Sidgewick was always making snide remarks.

Three years she’d been at Sloan’s in Bold Street and so far all she’d done was fetch and carry, run around the shops for trimmings, and occasionally been given some plain sewing when they were very busy. She was supposed to be watching and learning until such time as she was considered suitable to start work as a bodice hand or a sleeve hand, working towards becoming a cutter, the most prestigious occupation in the workrooms.

Her ambition didn’t end there. Oh no, she had some very big ideas. Eventually she wanted her own establishment where she would do the designing and other people would do the hard work. And she really didn’t want to wait for years either. She knew she was very young to have such plans but maybe that was because she was an only child and had time to daydream. But that kind of establishment cost a fortune, more than her mam and dad could earn in a lifetime, so unless she managed to find herself a husband with pots of money, there wasn’t a hope in hell’s chance that her dream would become a reality.

‘There, that’s it pinned. Now take it off while I do the hem. Won’t you be the envy of the street?’ Hetty smiled proudly. She wasn’t blind to Maggie’s faults but she indulged her because she was the only living child and very precious to both herself and Alf.

She knew nothing of Maggie’s plans, but she was pleased that Maggie had chosen to follow her into dressmaking. Of course, Maggie would have the finest training and would  therefore, in time, earn a good wage. She had an eye for colour and style, too. No doubt later on she would marry a good man and have children. Dressmaking was a very respectable trade and one that could be continued from her own home, should Maggie need to do so. Then she and Alf could settle back, comfortable and secure in the knowledge that they’d done their best for their only child. As she nimbly put the finishing touches to her creation Hetty was lost in her dreams for Maggie’s future, a future very different from the one Maggie envisaged for herself.

 



In the Greenway house, Christmas Eve meant more practical matters than dress fitting. Kate decided to accompany her mother to St John’s Market. She loved the market, for everyone was jovial and there was always so much light-hearted bantering and laughter between the stallholders and their customers, even more so today. Usually the Salvation Army band played carols in Church Street, too, which added to the atmosphere of excited anticipation. Evvie had been left at home experimenting with her hair and the ribbon and the wax rose she’d bought.

Peg purchased a large goose, having beaten the butcher down from five shillings to three shillings, and the hemp bag over her arm was heavy with apples, oranges, sprouts and potatoes. Kate’s view was restricted by the huge armful of holly, ivy and juniper branches with which they’d decorate the house.

As they stood in Church Street waiting for the tram home, she felt exhilarated. It was a cold, crisp evening, promising a heavy frost by dawn. The sound of carols mingled with laughter and the tinkling of bells that adorned the decorated harnesses of the horses pulling the carts. From the river came the sound of an outward-bound liner’s steam whistle, and she  was glad that Tom was home and not having to work like a demon in that infernal stokehold. It didn’t matter that she had no new dress to wear tomorrow, she thought. She felt lucky to have a happy home and a loving family.

The tram arrived and everyone surged forward.

‘Yer can’t gerron with all that ’olly, girl. There’s no room an’ you’ll do someone an injury,’ the conductor said, barring Kate’s way.

Peg glared at him belligerently. ‘If you’d shift yerself, instead of standing there like a stuffed dummy in Lewis’s, she could get past and put it on the parcel shelf.’

The conductor was tired and cold and looking forward to the end of his shift.

‘Missus, we’re full to burstin’ now. They’re packed in like sardines in there.’ He jerked his head towards the lower deck.

‘All right, we’ll go up the dancers then,’ Peg replied, making for the stairs to the upper deck.

‘There’s no room up there either, Ma. There’s half the crew of the Duchess of Richmond up there an’ they’re all drunk! God knows how I’m goin’ to get them off.’

The people behind were getting impatient and beginning to push forward.

‘Well, they can spend Christmas in the flaming depot for all I care, I’m not getting off and neither is she. And don’t call me Ma, I’m not a Mary Ellen.’

‘Can I take some of the holly for you?’

Kate turned and met the dark eyes of Frank Lynch – eyes that were full of merriment. She felt her heart lurch and she blushed furiously. Oh, she felt such a fool and she certainly didn’t look her best, not with her shawl pulled up over her head and her old grey flannel skirt showing beneath it.

‘There’s still no room,’ the conductor said tersely.

‘You stay on, Mrs Greenway, and I’ll see Kate home. If you don’t mind, that is?’

Kate’s heart lurched again with excited anticipation. He was actually offering to walk her home.

‘I don’t know about that. I don’t want her walking the streets with someone I hardly know. Would you be one of the Lynches from Athol Street? Flo Lynch’s lad?’

‘I am.’

Peg still hesitated.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, missus, will yer make yer mind up? Some of us have got homes to go to!’ a man shouted from the crush behind.

Before Peg could answer, Frank had helped Kate down from the platform of the tram and had relieved her of most of the greenery. The people behind Peg piled on, the conductor rang the bell with a gusto born of relief, and the tram moved off, the trolley sparking on the overhead wires.

Kate felt abashed and strangely nervous. She’d not held a conversation with him before. She glanced at him from beneath her lashes. Oh, he was so handsome. He wore his cap pushed back, revealing a shock of dark brown curly hair. His eyes were also dark and still full of amusement.

‘It’s a fair walk. Are you sure you don’t mind?’

‘No, I don’t mind.’

‘If you get tired, we can always get another tram, further on down Byrom Street, maybe. Would that be far enough to go?’

She wasn’t quite sure if he was poking fun at her or not.

‘I’ve often walked all the way home from town.’ She drew her shawl closer to her. It was a long walk and it was bitterly cold but she didn’t mind. She certainly wasn’t going to pass up this opportunity. It was the first time they’d ever really  been this close. It would take about half an hour to walk and surely in that time she would be able to find out if he really did like her. And what his feelings, if any, were for Josie Ryan.

‘Are you getting anything special for Christmas?’ he asked, after a brief silence.

Kate had been searching her mind for something to say to begin the conversation.

‘No, I don’t think so. What about you?’

He shrugged and grinned. ‘I’m too old now for the apple, orange and new penny stuff.’

‘So am I.’

‘Are you going out or are you having a bit of a drink at home?’

‘I’m going out, to a party in fact.’

‘Anyone I know?’ he asked hopefully.

He’d seen her and her twin sister many times in the past and they’d certainly grown up to warrant their nickname. He’d heard that they weren’t alike in nature, though. He’d caught her looking at him with interest on the occasions when they’d been in close proximity. He’d been very flattered at first but that had changed to admiration and now he knew he wanted to hold her and kiss her and be seen with her on his arm. Her beauty and her confidence had drawn him to her.

‘It’s Maggie McGee’s party. From down our street. Her mam is a dressmaker and her dad works for Bent’s.’

‘It should be a good night then, him working for the brewery and all. I don’t think I know them, though. Has she got any brothers?’

‘No, they died, there’s only Maggie.’ She knew her next remark was very bold and not quite the proper thing for a girl to do but she felt reckless. It was just the opportunity  she needed. ‘I can take a “guest” if I want to. Mrs McGee said so.’

‘Oh, aye, and have you got someone in mind then?’ She shrugged. She was being very forward but she didn’t want to appear that way. ‘Not really.’

‘Is this the do that Josie Ryan’s going to?’

Kate looked up at him. So, he must have spoken to Josie at least. ‘Has she asked you to go with her?’ she said, she hoped, casually.

‘No, and I don’t know that I would if she’d asked, but if you were to invite me I’d come, Kate.’

They had reached the junction of Lime Street and London Road and the traffic was very congested. They stood side by side on the kerb and he suddenly caught her free hand and pulled her into the road. ‘Hold tight until we get across.’

He made no attempt to release her hand once they were across the junction and she didn’t pull it away as they walked along Commutation Row. She didn’t notice the biting coldness of the night. She was too breathless with happiness.

‘You haven’t given me an answer.’

She felt herself blushing and ducked her head, the blood rushing through her veins like wine. ‘Oh, all right, if you’re going to be so persistent, will you come?’

He grinned down at her and, moving the greenery to his other hand, tucked her arm through his. ‘That I will, Katie Greenway.’

She smiled. No one had ever called her Katie before. She hoped he would always call her Katie. It would be a special bond between them . . .




 Chapter Four

At seven o’clock on Christmas night Hetty McGee looked around with satisfaction. There was nothing more she could do now, everything was ready and she’d spent a fair bit of money. She’d been saving up for six months so she didn’t really mind the cost. Alf had put the big keg of beer in the scullery. The sherry and port and bottles of Yates’ Australian white wine were set out on the dresser with the glasses. Not that she had enough glasses of her own – she’d scoured the street, borrowing additional suitable drinking vessels and dishes. The table was groaning with food.

She checked the table over, tweaking in several places the white sheet that served as a cloth. From Reiglers, in Doncaster Street, she’d bought small pork pies and all the cooked meats for the sandwiches. There were pigs’ trotters and sheets of ribs from Sharp’s on the corner of Penrhyn Street. She’d bought cakes and pies from Lunt’s, things she normally would never dream of buying, but she just hadn’t had time to bake for there had been two dresses for customers to finish in addition to Maggie’s. Out in the yard, in a large bowl covered with a cloth, was ice cream from Fusco’s. Yes, she’d certainly spent some money, but she knew it would be worth it. Not only would Maggie remember this birthday for the rest of her life, so would the neighbours.

Everything had been scrubbed and polished and her  few good ornaments safely packed away. Maggie and Alf had decorated the house with holly and ivy and coloured streamers. The Christmas tree that stood in pride of place by the window in the front room was a delight to the eyes. The room had been cleared of all her sewing paraphernalia, except the machine. That had been covered with a thick chenille cloth. A piano had been borrowed from Alf’s foreman. It was a bit battered and a bit tinny but no one would notice.

They’d gone to early Mass that morning and as she didn’t need to buy a large goose or turkey to feed a big family, there had been no need for her to wait in line outside Skillicorn’s Bakery where they let you use the ovens to cook big birds or pieces of meat early on Christmas morning.

Most people didn’t eat Christmas dinner until well after three in the afternoon, for with no less than seventy pubs open along Scotland Road and its neighbouring streets, the men usually didn’t get back until three. Some never made it back at all or were in such a state that eating was beyond them. She thanked God that her Alf wasn’t like that. Poor Mary Ryan had a lot to put up with in that respect, she thought.

Maggie came down the stairs, holding her skirt up to avoid tripping. She felt far older than seventeen and as she’d twisted and turned before the long mirror in her bedroom, she’d gained confidence: she did look older. This was a copy of a dress that cost a fortune and she’d made sure everyone knew it.

‘Maggie! Oh, come and see, Alf! Doesn’t she look splendid?’ Hetty cried.

The dress was very elegant. The high collar was edged with black braid and to it Maggie had pinned the small gold brooch, shaped as a butterfly, that Hetty had bought with  the last of her savings. It had been her Christmas present. The bodice was tight and fitted, and fastened down the front with a row of shiny black buttons. The sleeves were full at the shoulder, narrowing above the elbow and tapering into a tight deep cuff, again trimmed with braid. The hemline of the skirt was festooned with three rows of braid, the top row looped in small circles. Maggie had piled her hair high on her head so the pretty jet earrings, left to her by her grandmother, were noticeable.

‘How do I look, Mam?’ Maggie let the skirt drop and did a slow turn.

‘Like something from a fashion journal, luv!’ Hetty answered, beaming with pride and satisfaction.

Alf held out his arms. ‘Come here and give your old da a hug. I hardly know my girl now, she’s so grown up.’

Maggie obliged and then checked her appearance again in the mirror over the fireplace. She wished Mam would let her put a touch of rouge on her cheeks and a few drops of belladonna in her eyes to make them sparkle but she’d have to resort to pinching her cheeks and biting her lips to give them more colour. She was fiddling nervously with a loose strand of hair when the first of the guests began to arrive.

 



Josie had called for the twins and when Kate came down to the kitchen and saw Josie’s blouse her eyes lost some of their sparkle.

Peg greeted the girls. ‘Now, don’t you look the bee’s knees, Josie! Your mam did a good job on that blouse. “Mary,” I said to her, “don’t go mad with the bleach bottle or you’ll ruin it altogether.” It’s come up a treat.’

Kate felt hurt. So, everyone had known that Josie had a new blouse except herself. Josie hadn’t mentioned it, which was unusual for she dragged her friends over to the house  to see and admire every new garment. It was something they all did and now she wondered if Josie knew that Frank Lynch was going to Maggie’s party.

Evvie was still fiddling with her hair. At least she had the ribbon and the rose, whereas Kate had nothing new at all.

Suddenly Kate smiled. Frank Lynch was going to the party as her guest and he’d shown by the way he’d behaved last night that she was the one he was interested in. He’d kissed her good night, just a peck on the cheek, but a kiss just the same. In fact he would be arriving any minute now.

‘Evvie, leave your hair alone! You’ll end up with it all falling down!’ Peg admonished. Evvie had spent an hour rolling, twisting and teasing her long blonde locks around the red ribbon and placing the red rose strategically on the side of her head. She was proud of her handiwork. Evvie grinned back at her mother through the mirror.

Peg had pressed her best black dress with the bit of bead embroidery at the neck. She’d bought it second-hand for Nelly’s funeral over seventeen years ago, but as it only came out for really special occasions it still looked grand.

‘Right, are we ready then?’

Kate looked impatiently at the door into the lobby. Where was he? Suddenly she had a horrible idea and her stomach felt as though it was awash with ice water. What if he didn’t come? What if he stood her up? What if that kiss had meant nothing to him?

‘Come on, Kate,’ Tom urged. He looked very smart in a dark suit and white shirt, both of which had been purchased in New York over a period of time, although they had not been brand-new.

Kate still hung back, not knowing what to do. Fortunately her mam was giving Joe a lecture on how to behave to which everyone else added their strictures and advice. Joe was  scowling, thinking he might just as well stay at home for all the fun he would have.

Peg had only just finished speaking when the sound of the door knocker echoed down the lobby.

Kate jumped nervously before going quickly to the door. Peg and Bill exchanged curious glances.

‘It’s not your Kieran, Josie, is it?’ Peg asked. Josie’s elder brother was quite taken with Evvie, she knew that, for Mary had told her as they’d walked home from church one Sunday before the holiday. He was a nice, quiet, sensible lad, Peg thought. Not a bit like his father and older brothers who managed to get paralytic every Saturday night and quite often ended up in Rose Hill Police Station, to Mary’s annoyance and humiliation. No, she would raise no objections to Kieran Ryan.

As Kate entered the room followed by Frank Lynch, Peg’s expression changed.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said disappointedly.

‘Aye, it’s me, Mrs Greenway. I’ve come to take Kate to the party.’ His gaze flitted over the room to see what effect his presence was having. He knew he looked smart for he’d encountered a few admiring glances on his way to Silvester Street. Kate and her sister looked stunning, there was no other word for it. Even little Josie Ryan looked well. He smiled to himself; he’d enjoy walking into the McGees’ surrounded by such a bevy of beauties.

He addressed himself again to Peg: ‘I did get her home safe and sound, didn’t I, last night? It’s a long walk but we didn’t dawdle and we weren’t too late.’

Peg ushered them all towards the door. ‘Aye, I suppose you did. Well, let’s get off now that everyone is here and before all the port has gone. I’m very partial to a drop of port and lemon now and then.’

As they stepped out into the street and turned to wait for Peg to close the door, Josie’s face was scarlet and her lips were set in a hard, tight line. Jealousy filled her every pore. Oh, Kate was a dark horse all right. Not a word, not a single word, had she said about Frank Lynch and Kate knew she liked him. In fact she more than just liked him, she was mad about him. Hadn’t she told Kate and Evvie that only the other morning? Kate had made a bit of a sharp remark at the time, but she’d not taken any notice. Oh, now she saw it all very clearly. Kate wanted him too and she’d been sly and sneaky and had somehow managed to meet him in town and they’d walked home. Kate would have had plenty of time to talk to him, to flutter her eyelashes at him and use every other means she knew to entice him, to make him forget all about little Josie Ryan. Well, this was open warfare. Kate had been one of her best friends for years and they’d shared everything, but no more. How could Kate be so nasty? If she could do something as underhanded as this, then Josie wanted nothing more to do with her.

Following the Greenways and Frank Lynch down the street Josie was consumed with anger and hurt.

Evvie dropped back to walk with her. ‘I’m so sorry, Josie. It must be rotten for you.’

‘Did you know, Evvie Greenway?’ Josie hissed.

‘I didn’t know he was going to walk her home from town last night. She went out with Mam and came back with him.’

‘She knew I liked him, Evvie. I told you both that I’m mad about him. She knew! She damn well knew!’

‘Oh, don’t let it spoil your night – or our friendship, please?’

‘I’m not blaming you, Evvie, but after what she’s done, she’s no friend of mine now. And I’ll tell you something  else: I’ll take him off her if I get the chance. All’s fair in love and war.’

Evvie said nothing for they’d almost reached Maggie’s house, but her heart was heavy.

A few yards in front of them Kate felt so happy that she could even have kissed Joe, and she never did that voluntarily. Frank walked beside her, but there was no hand holding, for Peg wouldn’t allow such a liberty in public, Kate guessed, not yet anyway. Once they got inside, however, the sheer press of people and the dancing would be opportunities for greater intimacy that neither of them would pass up.
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