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PART I




Chapter One

1937

‘Mam says they’ve done a moonlight flit from the Holy Land.’

Nessie Harrison, aged ten years and two months, imparted this piece of news with immense satisfaction. But the three figures sitting on the low wall that ran around the tannery didn’t receive it in the manner she’d expected. The tannery, owned by J. Smush Ltd, wasn’t an obvious venue for their gatherings. It stank atrociously in summer and wasn’t much better in winter; the residents of Naylor Street never really got used to the smell.

But, despite its drawbacks, it had always been a sort of meeting place. Their meeting place. They’d congregated there winter and summer when they’d had time to spare, although during that awkward stage of their development, the transition between childhood and youth, meetings had become fewer. There had been awkwardness, on all their parts, as they realised that they weren’t just kids any more. Somehow, almost overnight it seemed, they’d grown up and street games and other such pastimes were no longer shared with the same enthusiasm. But still they would meet sporadically, and now, as before, the wall of Mr Smush’s premises was a place that Nessie, the bane of her elder sister Elizabeth’s life, was strenuously excluded from.

Elizabeth and Nessie’s parents, Delia and Jack Harrison, owned the corner shop situated at the junction of Naylor Street and Gladstone Street. They were open all hours and sold everything from bread to coal. It provided them with a comfortable if far from luxurious living, but Delia Harrison had the good fortune to have a very well-off sister in America who had no children of her own and who was very generous where her two nieces were concerned. All the money she sent to her sister Delia was earmarked for the girls’ education. Delia wanted something far, far better for her daughters than a shop or factory job. So Elizabeth was being taught by the nuns at the Convent of Notre Dame in Everton Valley, and Nessie would follow her when she was eleven.

At fourteen Elizabeth was quite tall although she constantly bemoaned the fact that she had inherited her mother Delia’s ‘bonny’ figure. Her eyes were Elizabeth’s most attractive feature, large and deep blue in colour, but in Delia’s view her daughter’s hair was her ‘crowning glory’, a thick deep chestnut mass that reached her shoulders in natural waves. Delia was sure her striking daughter ought to be able to make something of herself.

‘How does your mam know they’ve done a flit?’ Mike Flynn asked Nessie.

He was a tall, well-built lad of almost fifteen, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. One of the noisy, boisterous, obstreperous Flynn family who lived in number ten, Naylor Street, he was very interested in the family who were moving in next door. The house had been empty for a few weeks which was unusual but then the Piercesons themselves had been unusual. No one in the street had been sorry when they’d left. Mr Pierceson and his sons spent more time in  Walton Jail than they did at home and Mrs Pierceson and her elder daughter hardly left the snug in the Unicorn. The younger ones had been left to run wild. He was quite amazed that his own mam hadn’t already found out about the new family. She usually did. There wasn’t much that went on in Naylor Street that Eileen Flynn didn’t know about. She spent most of her day standing on the doorstep, jangling, leaving, as Delia Harrison often remarked, her house like a junk shop and an untidy one at that.

‘She knows ’cos someone told her.’ Nessie’s voice was full of defiance.

‘Like who, exactly?’ Ginny Greely demanded. Like her widowed mother, Ginny always liked a bit of gossip. Her hazel eyes had already taken in everything Nessie was wearing and she was envious. She herself had no knitted hat to cover her lank, dark ash-coloured hair, no woollen mitts for her chapped hands and no warm scarf. She pulled her thin brown coat closer to her body, crossed her arms and tucked her fingers beneath her armpits. Her hands were so cold they were numb. Frost was already beginning to glisten on window-panes, doorsteps and cobbles, as well as on the roofs. If the houses were warm then in the morning the lacy patterns of ice on the window-panes were pretty, but Ginny’s house was never that warm. Often there was ice on the inside of the glass too. Still, in a few days it would be Christmas and they were all looking forward to the holiday.

Earlier that day Ginny, Mike and their friend Johnny Doyle had left school for good, all of them fortunate enough to have jobs to go to. They’d arranged to meet by the factory wall to talk about their futures and their plans, and Elizabeth, the only one of them staying on at school, had also joined them.  Ginny was going to work in Birrel’s Fishmonger’s, two doors down from the Harrisons’ shop, but she wasn’t very happy about it.

‘Mam, I hate fish! You know I hate fish! They’re so slimy.’ She’d shivered. ‘It will be a cold, wet, horrible job.’ Then she’d thought about having to cut off the heads with their glassy, staring dead eyes, and the tails and fins. And she’d have to learn how to gut them. It made her feel sick to think about it. She’d have to wear a white coat and a turban over her hair. The coat wouldn’t stay clean for very long. She’d seen the state of Mr Birrel’s at the end of the day.

‘You’ll go and you’ll be grateful for it. I had to stand Jerry Birrel at least a dozen pints of best bitter before he agreed to take you on, milady,’ had been the firm reply from Mabel, her mother.

For Mike Flynn it would be up at the crack of dawn and down to the Salthouse Dock to shovel coal into sacks for Dawson’s Coal Merchant’s who, along with all the others, had their allocated stock dumped in mountainous piles on to the dockside from the cargo holds. It was a dirty, back-breaking job, but the only one he could find. He had no rich relatives in America nor a barmaid mother who had a little influence with certain customers.

For Johnny Doyle, for whom the three were still waiting, it was the Merchant Navy. He’d signed on as a bellboy on Cunard’s Ascania. He would make his first trip in the New Year.

‘Well, has the cat got your tongue, Nessie?’ Elizabeth probed. ‘Who told Mam they’d done a flit from the Holy Land? You’re sure you’re not telling us stories again?’

‘She did say it!’ Nessie shot back at her sister. ‘She did! Honest to God!’

‘ “Honest to God” and “the Holy Land”. She’s a real scream, isn’t she?’ Ginny said drily.

Elizabeth and Mike both laughed. The Holy Land was the name given to an area in the Dingle in the south end of the city, where the streets were all named after biblical characters: David, Isaac, Jacob and Moses Streets. Like Scotland Road and its immediate neighbourhood, the area depended heavily on the docks, the shipping and all the service industries for employment and, also like Scotland Road, the housing was substandard: old, inadequate and in some cases a very real danger to life and limb. Like their counterparts in Scotland Road, the women in the Dingle fought a daily battle against dirt, disease and poverty.

‘Oh, get home, Nessie, and leave me in peace,’ Elizabeth dismissed her sister scornfully. ‘You made it up. Mrs Flynn would have known, she always does. Get home, you’re a bloody pain, always trailing after me.’

Nessie glared at her sister. ‘It’s true and I’ll tell Mam you swore, Lizzie Harrison.’

‘And you’ll get belted when I tell Mam you called me “Lizzie”,’ Elizabeth retorted, ‘and Ginny and Mike will back me up.’

Delia Harrison had always insisted that her elder daughter be addressed by her full Christian name at all times. Elizabeth was Elizabeth. Not Liz or Lizzie, Bess or Bessie, or even Beth. Elizabeth herself wouldn’t have minded being called Beth at all but her mam was adamant. They had ‘standards’ to keep up, she always maintained firmly in her ‘Sunday voice’, as Elizabeth called it. Elizabeth had never  understood why her younger sister was addressed by a derivative of her full Christian name. When she’d protested that it wasn’t fair, her mam would reply, ‘You’re the eldest, you have more sense and I expect more from you.’ Just what ‘more’ was, exactly, she didn’t know.

Nessie stuck out her tongue, knowing her moment of glory had passed. Only Mike Flynn had shown any real interest in the new family who had moved into number twelve that day.

‘If you don’t get home now you’ll not get over the doorstep for the rest of the week,’ Elizabeth reminded Nessie. Delia insisted her younger daughter be in by half past seven at the very latest.

As if on cue the door of the Harrisons’ shop opened and Delia’s strident voice was heard along the length of the street.

‘Nessie! Nessie, it’s turned half past and I want you in this house in one minute flat!’

‘See!’ Elizabeth said smugly, pushing a strand of hair that had escaped from her beret out of her eyes.

Nessie pursed her lips and glared at them all.

‘Vanessa Harrison, get in here this minute or your da will come and get you, and then God help you, milady!’

Nessie turned away, annoyance and apprehension in her eyes. When her mam used her full and, in her own opinion, far too fancy Christian name, she knew she was in trouble. Although she didn’t know it, Nessie’s opinion of her name was shared by most of the neighbours. As Eileen Flynn always said, it was just Delia Harrison’s way of showing off.

As Nessie trailed reluctantly down Naylor Street, Elizabeth looked after her in despair. ‘She’s a little horror! If I had to have a sister why couldn’t I have got a decent one, not one like her?’ she complained bitterly.

‘I’ve got two of them, so stop moaning,’ Mike Flynn muttered gloomily.

Ginny decided it was time to change the subject.

‘Where’s Johnny? He’s late!’

‘Oh, you know what his da’s like. Even though he has the pub he’s all holier than thou. He doesn’t think Johnny should mix with the likes of us, especially now he’s got the best job of us all,’ Mike replied.

‘At least he’s being allowed to get a job. I’ve got to go back to flaming school. But I’m not going to stay there for another four flaming years followed by God knows how long at teacher-training college. I don’t care how much she carries on! I hate that place! I hate flaming kids and I can’t think of anything worse than having to teach them. Look at our Nessie! Imagine having a classful like her!’ Elizabeth kicked her heels against the wall in frustration. ‘I wish Aunty Margaret would stop sending money. I don’t mind the clothes she sends, they’re usually great, it’s just the money. It only encourages Mam to get more airs and graces and we have enough rules and regulations already. We live over and at the back of a shop off Scottie Road, for God’s sake, and they want me to be a teacher! And when our Nessie starts at the convent I’ll still be there! Oh, I’ll die of mortification, I’ll just die!’

Elizabeth’s litany of complaints stopped as Johnny Doyle arrived, panting. He was a wiry lad, the ‘greyhound breed’ was how his father described him. It didn’t matter how much he ate, he never seemed to gain any weight. His hair was fine, blond and unruly and was always falling in his eyes. Pushing it back had become a habit. He sat down on the wall next to Mike.

‘I thought I’d never get out. He’s had me moving crates from the cellar to the yard ever since I got home from school! Thank God he’s safely in the bar now and your mam is in the saloon, Ginny, laughing and joking as usual.’

Ginny shrugged. Her mother was a barmaid for both Eddie Doyle in the Globe and in another local pub, the Unicorn. It was hard to make ends meet but somehow her mam did it - just. Thankfully she was easy-going and hadn’t become bitter and sour about being a widow with a child to bring up. In fact sometimes she was too easy-going. She liked a drink herself, did Mabel Greely, or May as she was always called. On occasions people made cutting remarks but they rolled off May like water off a duck’s back.

‘What did your Nessie want?’ asked Johnny. ‘I saw her legging it off home and your mam was standing on the shop step with a face like thunder.’

‘Oh, some nonsense about the family moving into number twelve.’

‘What?’ Johnny didn’t want to miss anything interesting about them.

‘She said they’d done a moonlight from the Holy Land.’

‘They must really be in a mess,’ Ginny interrupted. ‘I wonder how they can afford the rent here if they’re so skint that they had to move across the city?’

‘How do I know? How do I know our Nessie was even telling the truth? She’s a nasty little cat. She loves causing trouble.’ Elizabeth stared glumly at the ground. ‘Things at home wouldn’t be so bad if there were more of us. If I had brothers.’

‘You’re dead lucky that there aren’t more of you. Our house is like a lunatic asylum most of the time,’ Mike retorted.

With only Jack and Delia, Elizabeth and Nessie to share three bedrooms, a big kitchen that doubled as a sitting room, a scullery, and a privy and wash house in the yard, the Harrisons lived in luxury compared to Mike’s family. The Flynns were crowded into a two-up, two-down terrace house you could hardly swing a cat in.

Sick of Nessie, Elizabeth changed the subject. ‘When exactly do you sail, Johnny?’

‘On New Year’s Eve, would you believe! I’ll miss all the “do’s”,’ he stated morosely.

‘You’ll get a good send-off though. You’ll be half-deafened by the noise from all the other ships in the river and the docks. It always sounds great, and with all the church bells ringing too.’

‘I know. It won’t be the same though, will it? I’ll be running around, dressed up in that daft uniform, all buttons and gold braid and that flaming hat! It looks like a biscuit tin stuck on my head.’

‘Have you got all your gear then?’ Mike asked.

‘Yeah. Mam took me down to Greenberg’s in Park Lane and got me kitted out and she had to pay for it all. They don’t provide uniforms for the likes of us. God! I’ll feel such a flaming fool.’

‘Look on the bright side. No one will know you - the passengers anyway. And you’ll get tips as well as wages.’

‘Half the crew will know me, though. I’ll be skitted soft.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t mind being skitted soft to see big places like New York, be given three good meals a day, be paid and  get tips,’ said Mike. ‘It’s better than shovelling coal all day, out in all flaming weathers.’ Like Ginny he wasn’t looking forward to starting work. Still, he’d have money of his own,  even after he’d turned up his keep to his mam, and money of his own was something he’d never had very much of before. If he’d wanted to go to the pictures he’d had to collect empty jam jars for Mrs Harrison and run errands and the like. Once, when as a lad he’d had the money for the pictures but no boots or even a pair of cut-down trousers, he’d stood in the yard and cried until Brenda, his eldest sister, had found a big safety pin and had pinned the back tails of his shirt to the front ones so he could go. When he remembered such hard and humiliating times, filling coal sacks and having a wage of his own began to look good.

‘Will you be seasick?’ Ginny asked Johnny, although it was more of a deliberation than a question.

‘God, I hope not. I’d have half the neighbourhood splitting their sides.’

‘I bet half the neighbourhood were sick to start with,’ Ginny sniffed. ‘Mary Malloy from William Henry Street said their Norman is sick every single trip and he’s been going to sea for nearly nine years. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.’

‘You’re not sick on the ferry, so why should you be sick on a ship of that size?’ Elizabeth said flatly. She was bored and you could see your breath it was so cold. The lads had their hands in their jacket pockets, the collars of their jackets turned up and their caps pulled down over their ears.

Ginny’s coat was almost threadbare. She had no stockings, just a pair of old, broken-down shoes. She was shivering uncontrollably.

Elizabeth took off her scarf and gloves. ‘Here, put them on, you’re perished.’

Ginny wrapped the knitted scarf over her head and around her neck. ‘Thanks.’

‘You’d better keep them.’

‘I can’t. What’ll your mam say?’

Elizabeth shrugged. ‘I’ll say I lost them. Left them in the cloakroom at school. She didn’t see me when I came out and I’ve got more, Ginny.’

‘If you’re sure . . .’

‘I am. Now, shall we go and see if our Nessie was right about the new neighbours?’

‘Well, we’ve got to walk home, so there’s no harm in having a look. Are you two coming?’ Ginny asked.

Mike and Johnny exchanged glances. There was nothing else interesting on offer, so they nodded and followed the girls.

Number twelve, Naylor Street had the dubious benefit of having a lamppost outside. True, its light brightened the front rooms of the house so there was no need to use the gas light, but it was also frequently used as a meeting place as well as for cricket stumps in summer and one half of a football goalpost in winter, its twin being on the other side of the road. If someone managed to get an old tyre and some rope then it was used as a swing but that usually didn’t last long. Some spoilsport adult always took it down. There was no money to spare for toys and games so the local kids had to devise them and utilise what they could f ind.

The lads considered themselves very lucky that Johnny Doyle had a proper football - a casey - and so were the envy of all the other boys in the surrounding streets. Until then they, like everyone else, had had to use a ball made up of rags.

Number twelve was the same as all the other houses in  the street: old, decrepit, soot-blackened, its windows like sightless eyes. The steps were worn and crumbling, but unlike all the other houses, the windows were dirty, their sills and the doorsteps untouched by scrubbing brush or donkey stone.

‘It doesn’t look as though there’s anyone in there at all,’ Ginny speculated in a loud whisper.

‘There is. Look.’ Elizabeth pointed to a bundle of what looked like rags that had been left on the top step. The door was ajar.

‘Well, go on then, knock,’ Mike urged.

‘There’s no sign of life anywhere,’ Johnny pointed out. ‘And that could just be a bundle left by . . . anyone.’

‘Oh, you two are the living end,’ Elizabeth said impatiently as she quickly went up the steps and rapped hard with the dull, pitted knocker. The door itself was sagging on its hinges and most of the dark brown paint had peeled off long ago. Once she’d knocked, however, she did retreat to her place on the pavement beside her friends.

They all heard the whispering, then the sound of footsteps coming down the lobby and finally a shape appeared in the doorway. The streetlight illuminated the figure and they could see that it was a girl. One about their own age too, Elizabeth surmised.

She was first to speak. ‘We . . . we’ve only come to see if we can . . . help, like? We heard you’ve just moved in today.’

The girl came down the steps and they could see her more clearly. She was small and slightly built. Her black hair was cut short, her eyebrows slanted outwards and upwards like a bird’s wing and, with her blue eyes, fringed with dark lashes, her pert button of a nose and pale skin, she had an almost  elfin look about her, Elizabeth thought. She also looked afraid.

‘There’s no reason to be frightened, honestly. I meant it. We just came to help. What’s your name?’

The girl hesitated, her glance sweeping over the little group. ‘Theresa, but everyone calls me Tessa. Tessa O’Leary.’

‘I’m Elizabeth Harrison. Mam and Dad have the corner shop. This is Ginny Greely. She and her mam live in number fifteen. Mike Flynn lives next door in number ten. They’re a noisy lot, always rowing and fighting.’ Elizabeth’s words were tempered by her smile.

Mike grinned. ‘Only when me da has spent most of the housekeeping in the pub.’

‘And this is Johnny Doyle. His da has the pub, the Globe. Have you got any brothers and sisters?’ Elizabeth’s tone was friendly. ‘I’ve got a nasty little cat of a sister and Mike’s got two older sisters and—’

‘Our Harold who’s nine and is a holy terror,’ Mike finished for her.

Tessa seemed to relax a little. ‘I’ve got two brothers. Our Colin, he’s sixteen, and our Jimmy, he’s nine too, like your Harold. I had two sisters but they died when they were just babies. There’s Mam and Da, of course.’

Elizabeth was bursting to ask if they had really done a moonlight and why, but she curbed her curiosity.

‘Have you got a job? I mean, we . . . well, those three have just left school. Today, in fact. As for me, I’m stuck in flaming school. I’ll tell you about it sometime.’

Tessa shook her head. ‘No. I’ve no job . . . yet.’

‘What about your brother and your da?’ Johnny asked.

‘Well, Da works on the docks, when he can, and . . . and  . . . our Colin is sort of . . . looking.’ What she didn’t say was that Colin had just been released from Borstal for stealing. It wasn’t the first time and it was one of the reasons they’d moved. But it wasn’t the most important reason.

‘Oh, he’ll get something, Tessa,’ Elizabeth said brightly. She liked Tessa O’Leary, she decided, there was just something about the girl that made her warm to her.

‘I know you don’t really need them, what with the lamppost an’ all, but why aren’t there any lights on?’ Ginny asked.

Tessa became hesitant. ‘We . . . we don’t—’

‘Have any money for the gas meter?’ Mike interrupted. ‘It’s the same in our house. Sometimes we have to sit in the dark or Mam lights some candles while we go and cadge a few coppers.’

Tessa smiled. A genuine smile, full of relief. She seemed thankful they weren’t the only ones in the street to be so hard up.

‘I’ll go and see what I can get out of my old feller,’ Johnny offered, thinking he’d have to endure a lecture about lending money to strangers. But they had no light, for God’s sake. Even his da, who claimed to be so religious, so Christian, couldn’t refuse such a request.

‘Do you want me to bring this in for you?’ Mike pointed to the bundle.

‘No, I don’t want you to bring anything in! I want you to mind your own flaming business! Tessa, get in here!’

They all took a step backwards as Mary O’Leary appeared in the doorway and glared down at them.

‘We . . . we . . . was only trying to help,’ Mike said.

‘Well, we don’t need your help, so clear off the lot of you,’ she snapped.

Tessa bit her lip.

‘We were only trying to help, Mrs O’Leary. Everyone around here helps one another,’ Elizabeth said in a firm but polite tone.

Mary O’Leary eyed her with open hostility. ‘A right hardfaced little madam, aren’t you?’

‘No, I’m not, and if you want credit from my mam you’d better not speak to her in the same tone of voice!’

Tessa gazed pleadingly at Elizabeth.

Any more of this and her mam’s temper, which was very short these days, would be vented on her for not getting rid of them as she’d been told to do, never mind standing holding a conversation with them.

‘Oh, you must be from the shop then.’ Mary hated having to be polite to the girl, but she’d already sent Richie, her idle, useless wastrel of a husband, down to see what he could scrounge out of the shopkeeper. She was too tired, too worried, too heartsore to go herself. It would be bad enough having to face the neighbours and their questioning in the days to come.

‘Yes, I am,’ Elizabeth said quietly.

‘And I suppose the rest of you came sneaking around just to get a look at us too.’ Mary couldn’t hold back her mounting irritation.

‘I told you, Mrs O’Leary, we just came to offer our help.’

She’d had enough. ‘Clear off! I don’t need you all cluttering up my doorstep at this time of night. Haven’t you got homes to go to? Tessa, gerrin!’

She turned away and Tessa picked up the bundle.

Elizabeth laid a hand on her arm. ‘We’re sorry, really we are.’

‘I know, but, well . . . she’s had a hard time lately and she always has a temper at the best of times.’

‘It goes with the name, I suppose,’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘You know, Irish.’

‘Oh, aye, half of Liverpool has got Irish blood in them. My mam and da included,’ Johnny said. He felt sorry for the girl.

Tessa smiled. ‘I know.’

‘Well, if you do need anything . . .’ Elizabeth offered.

‘Thanks. I’d better go in or she’ll kill me.’

When the door had closed they all looked at one another.

‘God, isn’t she just a bitch!’ Ginny exclaimed.

‘I know mine’s got a temper, but I wouldn’t fancy having  that one for a mam. Oh, I can see some fireworks ahead. My mam won’t put up with that, especially as they’ll be living next door,’ Mike said.

‘And we didn’t find out much at all, except that she’s got two brothers,’ said Elizabeth. ‘But I liked her. Maybe if she comes into the shop or I see her on the street I’ll find out more.’

‘Your mam will get more out of her than you will,’ Mike said sagely, nodding his head.

Elizabeth grinned in agreement. ‘Probably. And she’ll show her the door if she carries on like that in future!’

The four of them continued down the street, strangely cheered by the prospect of the excitement to come.




Chapter Two

Tessa leaned her back against the door, the bundle clutched in her arms, tears not far away. They had been nice, really nice. Especially Elizabeth from the shop. She hoped Elizabeth’s mother would be just as understanding. She had had nothing to eat since last night and she felt faint with hunger and cold.

It was the cold that had affected her the most. Hunger was always with her lately. She was so cold even her bones were aching and she knew she must look awful. She had no coat or hat, not even a shawl. The other girl - Ginny - had had a coat on. It was old and thin, but it was a coat. The navy blue skirt and grey jumper were all she had in the way of protection from the icy weather. But at least they had a roof of sorts over their heads. It had taken Mam a full week to find this house. For seven long days she’d walked the streets in this area, traipsing all the way over here so that they could be well away from the Dingle.

These days she could do nothing right, as far as her mam was concerned. Things had never been easy in Isaac Street, but everyone there had been more or less in the same boat. She thought back over her childhood. It hadn’t been unhappy. Mam had been strict with them over clothes and boots. She’d never had a single piece of clothing that was new, but she’d never complained. What use was there in doing that? Da worked on the docks, like most of the  men in the street, but not often enough, so her mam had always said. Still, what furniture and pots and pans and crockery they did have were treated with great care. Mam had been strict about that too. The last few weeks had been terrible, really terrible, but today had been the worst day of her life. The tears began to roll slowly down her cheeks.

‘Tessa, bring that thing in here!’ Mary’s voice echoed through the dark, empty house.

Tessa didn’t want to go into the kitchen where Colin had lit and placed a single candle on the shelf over the range. Half of all their troubles had come about because of him. Oh, there were times when she wished him to the other end of the earth or even dead. She knew that was sinful but she couldn’t help it.

He just wasn’t the same as everyone else in the family. Where he got his badness from she didn’t know. Even her mam’s lectures and belts had had no effect. Da didn’t seem to be too bothered about any of them and left Mam to deal with their escapades, but Colin’s behaviour was worse than that.

‘Tessa, did you hear me?’ Mary called.

‘Yes, Mam. I’m coming.’

The kitchen seemed cavernous. The corners were very dark and the flickering flame threw feeble shadows, but as her eyes became accustomed to the gloom she could see her mother sitting on an orange box, her shoulders humped and her head in her hands as if to protect herself from the harsh reality of her life. Colin sat on an empty upturned paint tin. Of young Jimmy, there was no sign.

‘Where’s our Jimmy?’ Tessa put the bundle on the dirty, scuffed lino floor.

Mary raised her head. ‘God knows! And God knows I don’t care either. I . . . I . . . never thought I’d see the day when we’d be forced to live like this.’ Worry and exhaustion made her look haggard. Deep lines showed on her forehead and around her eyes and mouth. She looked sixty, not forty-six. In her eyes there was utter despair. Tessa went over to her.

‘Da will get something, Mam.’ She turned to her brother. ‘And he can get himself out, find our Jimmy, and the pair of them can go and pick up rubbish. Anything at all that will burn.’

Colin scowled at her but she ignored him. There was always someone nagging him. Making him do things he didn’t want to do. He’d had nothing all his life and as he’d got older the unfairness of it all had made him angry and hard. His da had been no example - he was weak and had no ambition whatsoever. His mam ignored him most of the time; she looked on him as a failure but she’d never given him any help or encouragement. All she was interested in was keeping the flaming house clean and worrying what the neighbours were thinking. What the hell! ‘Give a dog a bad name’ so that saying went, he didn’t care. So what if he pinched anything he could get his hands on? Those he stole from could more than afford it. And in Borstal he’d learned that petty thieving was a waste of time. If you were going to steal, then pinch something that would fetch pounds rather than pennies, or take money in the first place. He was biding his time. He’d find out more about the people in this area of Liverpool, then he’d work out the best way to steal enough to get out of this dump.

‘One of those lads has gone to try to get us a few coppers  for the gas. It’ll be all right, Mam, we can use the gas ring then and I’ll make us all a cup of tea.’

‘Oh, this is a nice start, isn’t it? Forced to take charity from strangers.’

‘They won’t mind, Mam. The one who lives next door said they’re always running around to beg for pennies for the gas.’

‘A nice lot they must be then!’ Mary snapped. Oh, she could kill Richie and Colin. She had nothing, not a single thing to show for twenty-four years of marriage. She had no money to make a home in this house, nor any interest in doing so. It was too shabby, far worse than the one she’d had in Isaac Street.

She’d been so proud of that little house. At first they’d had only the essentials but she’d scrubbed the bare boards in all the rooms and down the stairs every single Wednesday. A scrubbing brush, a bar of carbolic soap and a bucket of hot water were all you needed, she’d often joked with her neighbours. Poverty was no excuse for dirt, that had been her motto.

Gradually, she’d acquired things. All bought second-hand, but washed down and polished. She’d had lino and rag rugs in all the rooms. Her windows had always shone; her curtains were always clean.

‘I see Mary’s step-dashing again’ was an often-heard remark and she’d taken it as a great compliment.

Now she had nothing. Nothing at all. Not even a chair to sit on, let alone a bed to rest her aching head. Suddenly the kitchen door burst open and Jimmy arrived, scruffy and dirty as usual. A few months ago he wouldn’t have dared to get into that state.

‘There’s some lad waiting at the front door. He said he had come to see our Tessa.’

‘Look at the state of you, you little hooligan!’ Tessa snapped. She sincerely hoped her mam wasn’t going to tell her to go and shut the door in the face of whoever it was on the doorstep. ‘You and your useless brother can go out and look for rubbish or there’ll be no fire! Get out the back way, there should be plenty of stuff in the jigger and people won’t see you doing it.’ Even now she was considerate of her mam’s pride. ‘I’ll go and see who . . . who it is at the front.’

Before her mother could reply she left the room and walked down the lobby.

It was Johnny Doyle who stood on the step.

‘Here, I managed to get sixpence out of my da and that’s no easy thing, I’ll tell you! He’s not called “Moneybags” around here for nothing, although “Scrooge” would suit him better.’

‘Oh thanks, that’s great. I mean it. I’ll pay you back when . . .’

‘You don’t need to. It’s a gift, a pressie, like.’

Tessa nodded with gratitude.

‘Well, don’t forget, Tessa, if any of us can help you’ve only got to shout.’

‘Thanks. Thanks again, Johnny,’ she replied, shyly. He seemed very kind.

As he turned to go she caught sight of her father wandering slowly down the road. She prayed he had been to the shop and not the pub. All the money they had left after the rent had been paid was ten shillings, and that to keep a family on for God alone knew how long. There were so many things they needed, but food and a fire were priorities.  They’d all have to get jobs and quickly. Mam had sold her wedding ring and the one her own mother - Tessa’s grandmother - had left. Oh, they’d been in the pawnshop more often than on her mam’s finger, but she knew it had broken her mam’s heart to have to sell them. If Da had spent the money Mam had given him for food on drink, much as she loved him, she would kill him herself. He was never violent or abusive when drunk. Just the opposite: laughing and joking and falling over things. He’d give you the world, except he’d just spent his wages.

‘What did you get, Da?’ she asked as he came within earshot.

‘Bread, dripping, tea, some spuds an’ a bundle of chips for the fire,’ Richie answered, handing half his purchases to a relieved Tessa. The woman in the shop hadn’t been very co-operative until her husband had come out and urged her to put it on the slate. He looked a decent feller but you could see who wore the trousers in that house. Richie had managed to evade the woman’s questions as to why they’d moved across the city by asking about work, and her husband had given him the name of one of the blockermen at this end of the eight miles of docks. He was very grateful. It wasn’t that he didn’t like work; he did, and he worked hard. He was just good-natured and liked a few pints with the lads. It was a habit that had grown steadily over the years as he had realised how shrewish, bad-tempered and nagging his wife had become. She started the minute he set foot in the door. He knew he would never get out again to go for a drink, so he didn’t go home. Why, after a hard day’s work, a man had to put up with continual complaints and unfair criticism of his character he didn’t know. It was better to have a laugh and a  joke and maybe even a bit of a gamble in pleasant company than to endure Mary on top note.

‘Well, I’ve got sixpence for the gas meter so we can have some tea with bread an’ dripping. Then I’ll boil the potatoes. I’ve told those two to get out and see what they can find to start a fire.’

Tessa forced herself to smile as she entered the kitchen.

‘I told you things would be all right, Mam. Look, I’ve sixpence for the gas and Da’s managed to get a few bits. We can have a drink, a butty and some spuds each.’

Mary looked up and glared at her husband. ‘We haven’t got a kettle. We haven’t got a teapot or cups and plates, not any more.’

‘Oh, Jesus, Mary and Joseph! I’ve said I’m sorry. For God’s sake don’t start again!’

The light of battle filled Mary’s eyes. ‘Again! I’ve hardly started on you, Richie O’Leary! We had a decent home, one it took me years to get together. You could have got regular work if you’d tried, but no. Now look at us, it’s all gone, every last bit of it!’

Tessa went into the lobby and put the sixpence in the meter under the stairs. Oh, they were going to start again. Would it never end? The yelling, the accusations, the never-ending bitterness that had made her mam old before her time. She went back into the kitchen and, with a match dug out of her da’s pocket, lit the gas jet. It had no glass mantle but it did light the place up. The sight of the room in all its dingy, dirty dampness made her bite her lip and fight down the despair that rose up in her.

Colin came back through the scullery with a handful of sticks, pieces of paper, and some orange peel.

‘Where’s our Jimmy?’ Tessa asked him.

‘I told him to keep looking. I’d had enough. It’s freezing out there. It’s not much better in here!’ he added.

Tessa rounded on him. ‘You idle, useless—’

‘Tessa, that’s enough, girl. It’s been a bad day for everyone. ’ Richie stopped the tirade of insults and sat down on the paint tin.

‘There’s not even a decent chair to sit on, is there?’ Mary said waspishly. ‘Never mind beds or even mattresses.’

Richie looked down at his scuffed and battered boots. When had things gone so very wrong? A year ago, maybe two. He’d just let things slide. He’d let himself get deeper and deeper in debt. And he’d never worried about it until last summer. Oh, he could murder a pint but there’d be no ale for him tonight, or any other night as far as he could see.

‘Get back to your brother,’ Mary demanded of her eldest son. ‘Go on, or there’ll be nothing to eat for you, meladdo.’

Sulkily Colin went out, slamming the back door, the sound of which made Mary jump.

‘That lad will be the death of me. If he starts again, I’ll swing for him. It’s your fault, Richie. You’ve been too soft with him. You were always too soft with him!’

‘God, Mary, give it a rest!’

Tessa stood in the doorway, an old pan in her hand. She’d found it under the sink. It was so old that the previous occupants had obviously thought it not worth taking with them, wherever it was they’d gone. But it was all she could find. She bent her head and began to cry quietly. The only kind of drinking vessel was one empty and rather dirty jam jar.

Mary looked across at her daughter and then her husband.  ‘I’ll never forgive you, Richie O’Leary, until my dying day!’

Her husband refused to meet her furious gaze. ‘Well, that’s no surprise, is it?’ he shrugged. ‘God knows why I ever married you. Why come home from work to be greeted by a list of complaints? I’d sooner stay in the pub.’

Mary’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘Why I ever married you, I don’t know. You’ve always been a drunken waster! Sneaking like thieves in the darkness away from Isaac Street, to get away from people you owed money to! When I think of all the years of hard work that went into making that house into some sort of decent home and then to have both the bailiffs and Mogsey Doran on the doorstep at once to clear the house and leave us nothing. Thrown out in the road we’d have been if we hadn’t come here to this . . . this midden!’

She paused, overcome by tears, then, compelled by her rage, went on, ‘You still owe money to Mogsey Doran and God help you if he and his cronies find us! And as for him, your precious son who was thieving from everyone! Oh, God, the shame. Mother of God, the shame of it!’ Mary began to cry again. It had all been too much to cope with. Colin’s first sojourn in Borstal had brought her the sympathy of her friends and neighbours. ‘Easy led, Mary. No real badness in him, luv. He’ll learn a hard lesson in there, girl.’ The second time they weren’t as charitable and then . . . then everything had been taken from her.

Instantly Tessa went to her side. ‘Mam! Mam, don’t get all upset again, please! Things will be fine now. Da, me and our Colin will get work. Jimmy can get some sort of job before or after school and Saturday. We’ll soon have things back to . . . normal.’ Things would never, ever be ‘normal’ again, she thought, but she had to try to cheer her mam up.  ‘We’ll all go out in the morning early and see what we can get. There’s lots of factories at this end of the city.’

‘And the feller in the shop said to try and see Albert Brown down at number two Husskinson Dock,’ Richie added half-heartedly, wondering if the men were decent blokes to work with.

‘You can take my useless brother with you, Da,’ Tessa said cuttingly.

Mary’s sobs diminished. Her anger was spent; without the energy it had generated she felt weak. Oh, if only she could crawl into a warm bed like the one the bailiffs had taken yesterday, with a stone waterbottle or a brick or oven-shelf wrapped in a piece of cloth, but there were no beds, no waterbottles, no comforts at all. However, she tried to smile and look interested in Tessa’s words. Her only surviving daughter was a good girl. She always tried to help as much as she could. She’d even gone up to the Riverside Station at the Pier Head with a tray of little silver-coloured brooches she’d bought for tuppence a dozen and had tried to sell them for sixpence each to the passengers arriving and departing on the boat trains. She’d managed to earn a bit of money before the policeman had stopped her for not having a trader’s licence. Mary was always sorry after she’d vented her anger and frustration on Tessa’s head. Tessa was the only one in the family who tried to help.

If her other baby daughters had survived, the workload would have been more than halved. Fresh tears stung her eyes. Even after all these years she missed them. She could remember their smiles, their first tottering steps. It was a pain that would never go away.

And the present was just as painful as the past. It’d be  the bare boards they’d have to sleep on tonight and they’d all be fully dressed or they’d freeze. She felt as though she were standing on the edge of a deep abyss and that if she stepped forward she would fall. Fall into oblivion. She wanted to fall. With all her heart she really wanted to let go and fall, but she knew she couldn’t even do that. If nothing else there were Tessa and Jimmy to think of. She couldn’t care less about the other two, her elder son and her husband. For better or worse, she’d vowed all those long years ago. Well, she’d certainly not had the ‘better’. She dropped her head hopelessly into her hands once more as Tessa put the pan on the gas ring.




Chapter Three

The lads and their father all slept badly but neither Tessa nor her mother closed their eyes all night.

She had to get work soon. She just had to, Tessa told herself over and over again. But what kind of work? She’d just left school and she wasn’t trained to do anything, not even to be a kitchenmaid or maid of all work. All that was on offer was shop work, if she was lucky enough to get it - or factory work, which was more likely. But would anyone  employ her looking the way she did?

The bit of fire, which hadn’t given much heat in the first place, had died. They hadn’t kept the gas light lit for long. The gas supply had to be saved for heating water on the single ring.

She was so cold she wondered if she would wake up in the morning if she went to sleep. That fear was added to all the others and she had cried quietly for most of the night.

Mary wondered bitterly how Richie and Colin could sleep. Jimmy was excluded by his age from worrying about all the troubles that beset them. She just prayed that they would get jobs. Anything, anything at all. Even if only Richie got work it would be something. She tried to get comfortable on the hard floor but she was cold, so very, very cold. It was the worst night she’d had to endure in her entire life.

She was sorry she had spoken the way she had to the little group that had come to help, but what could they do? And  they would have told their parents. She had already unwittingly made enemies when she needed friendship desperately. She had her pride, she told herself, but pride wouldn’t fill empty stomachs or keep a fire in the range.

She knew Tessa was awake; every now and then she’d hear a half-stifled sob and the sound tore at Mary’s heart.

When the fingers of cold grey daylight slipped in through the fly-speckled window-pane Mary gave up the battle for sleep, and with a groan got to her knees.

Tessa was instantly on her feet and placed her hands gently on her mother’s shoulders. ‘Lie back, Mam, I’ll make us a cup of tea.’

‘What with, girl?’

Mary’s face was grey and her hair was tangled with strands sticking out like straw in a haystack.

‘We’ll use the old tea leaves, unless someone has thrown them out,’ Tessa whispered.

‘No one would be as stupid as that, not even your da. What will you use for heat?’

‘The gas ring. We must have some gas left.’

Mary nodded and lay down again. ‘Just don’t wake your da or the other two, not yet.’

There was enough gas left to boil the pan of water. The leaves had lost their flavour but Tessa poured the hot water over them, then added a bit of condensed milk.

She did her best not to let any of it spill as she poured it into the jam jar. It was too precious to waste. She handed the jar to Mary. ‘Here, Mam, this’ll warm you up.’

‘I’ll just have half, luv, you have the other. I know you’ve been awake all night.’

‘I’ll use the rest of the gas to heat the water to rinse out  the jam jar and get a bit of a wash. I want to start off early.’

Mary raised herself on one elbow and then sat up. She pulled her blouse out of her skirt and began to tear at it. Eventually the coarse fabric ripped and she handed the piece to Tessa.

‘Use that, Tessa, until we get proper . . . things.’

As she took the piece of what was now a rag Tessa choked on a sob. What had things come to? They were the poorest of the poor. She knew how humiliating it had all been for her mam, but somehow tearing that scrap from her blouse had made Tessa’s heart ache more than anything else. Poor Mam. Poor, poor Mam. How she’d suffered these last few days.

Tessa didn’t feel much better after rubbing the cloth over her face and hands. Her clothes were creased and wrinkled and her hair was a mess. Thankfully she’d managed to keep her comb and brush by hiding them from the bailiffs under her shapeless jumper, but there was no mirror for her to see the end result. She just had to hope she looked a bit tidy.

When she went back into the kitchen her da and Jimmy were awake.

‘Do I look all right, Mam?’

‘You do, Tessa.’ It was her da that answered, getting stiffly to his feet. Jimmy was rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

‘I’m making an early start, Da.’

‘I will myself. Get down there to the stands and see this Albert Brown bloke.’

‘Wake that lazy little no-mark,’ Mary instructed her husband. ‘I’ll have to try and do something to this place and keep my eye on meladdo here.’

Richie poked Colin with the toe of his boot. ‘Get up. It’s  time to go and look for work, lad. We’ll get chucked out of here if we don’t pay next week’s rent. They don’t give you a week free just because it’s Christmas.’

Colin reluctantly got to his feet, a look of resentment in his eyes.

As Tessa opened the front door she looked up and down the street. It was not yet fully daylight but lights shone from most upstairs windows, including the ones over the shop. She thought about Elizabeth and wondered how she’d slept. In a warm, clean bed, with sheets, thick fleecy blankets and a heavy quilt, no doubt, she thought enviously.

If Elizabeth was up at all, she’d come down to a warm kitchen and very probably a hot breakfast. ‘It looks as though we’re not early enough, Tessa,’ Richie said as he closed the front door behind them both.

‘Oh, don’t say that, Da, please! We’ve got to get work today.’

‘Well, at least I’ve got a reference of sorts, but I suppose I’ll have to wait on the stands like everyone else.’

Tessa nodded. It was the way the dockers were employed. Picked at random by the bowler-hatted foremen, or blockers as they were called, men fought for half a day’s work. It had always been like that for as long as anyone could remember. It wasn’t right, but it wasn’t about to be changed. There were too many men chasing too few jobs. The employers had the upper hand.

Tessa and Richie both nodded and said, ‘Good morning,’ to Delia Harrison who was opening her shop. The blinds were already up and she’d turned the sign on the door over to the side that said ‘Open’.

Delia nodded back, thinking how pale and scruffy the girl  looked. She sighed. There were hundreds of girls like that in this city - and adults too. She hoped they would have a successful day. It was partly a charitable hope but it was a shrewd one too. They would be customers when they had jobs and money.

God alone knew what they had now. No one had seen any furniture arrive, unless they’d brought it with them in the early hours of yesterday morning. All the man had asked for were a few bits, not enough to feed five people - Elizabeth had told her how big the family was when she’d come in -  and he’d asked her to put it on the slate, something she certainly hadn’t been prepared to do until Jack had intervened. She just hoped she wouldn’t regret it.

 



There was no money for tram or bus fares so Tessa and Richie walked along Scotland Road together for a short time, before Tessa bade her father goodbye and good luck.

She intended to start with the shops. The morning was cold but it looked as though it would stay fine; she was thankful that there was no wind or rain. All she had on for warmth was the old grey jumper and navy skirt and she’d be soaked to the skin if it rained. If her clothes got wet she had no way of drying them.

Two hours later she’d worked her way down to the junction of Scotland Road and Boundary Street. She’d had no success at all in any of the shops.

‘Even if it’s only until after Christmas, sir,’ or ‘madam,’ she’d pleaded with all the shopkeepers, but to no avail. Any extra staff had already been engaged. She was just too late. She leaned despondently against a wall, staring at the dock estate and the factories stretching away ahead of her. Beyond  them flowed the cold waters of the Mersey. All the buildings were soot-blackened, including the three famous ones that dominated the Pier Head and were known to sailors the world over. She was hungry and so cold her lips were blue.

‘’Ere, girl, cum an’ warm yer ’ands,’ a kindly gateman called to her from his dockside hut.

‘Ta ever so much.’ Her fingers were so numb that as the warmth from the brazier penetrated them she could have cried. ‘I’m looking for work, you see.’

‘You’ve no coat or hat or stockings.’

‘I know. Things are . . . bad. Really bad.’

‘Bad all over, luv.’

‘Do you know where I should start first? The factories, I mean.’

‘You’ll have to walk back. Bibby’s, Silcock’s, Tate’s, the match factory, the BA,’ he rattled them off.

‘What’s that?’

He scrutinised her face. ‘Where’ve you come from, girl, that you don’t know it’s short for the British and American Tobacco factory?’

‘The Dingle.’ She didn’t want to tell him the exact address or the creditors might find them.

He pursed his lips. It was one of the oddities in this city. The north end didn’t know what the south end was doing and vice versa.

‘I’d better get on my way.’

‘Aye, you’d better. Good luck, girl.’

She smiled at him and began to walk as briskly as her tired legs would let her, along Vauxhall Road. Perhaps she would have more luck at the factories.
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Colin had lingered in the house for as long as possible until his mam had yelled at him and virtually shoved him out of the door. There’d been no breakfast, just a few swigs of half-cold tea.

He certainly had no intention of tramping the streets looking for work. There were too many doing that already. He stopped in front of Pegram’s Grocer’s and gazed into the window. There were boxes and tins of just about everything you could think of. It was Christmas and the shops were well stocked. Outside the butcher’s hung rows and rows of plucked turkeys and capons. It would be no hardship just to reach up and snatch one, but if he took it home he’d have to explain how he got it and they’d all have to share it. He moved on, stopping outside Skillicorn’s bakery. The smell of fresh bread made him feel faint. No perfume in the world could match that of bread still hot from the oven.

He looked around cautiously. There wasn’t a copper in sight, nor many shoppers either. Just delivery carts and lorries and their drivers. A tram trundled along, its trolley sparking on the icy cables. A bus rattled over the cobbles behind it. Some shopkeepers were just opening up and he made up his mind. He pulled his cap down over his forehead. No one knew him around here. He went inside.

‘What’ll it be then?’ the plump middle-aged woman asked him pleasantly, glad to have a customer. She didn’t seem at all suspicious, not even of the way he was dressed, but then probably most of her customers looked like him, Colin thought. Shabby and down-at-heel.

‘Give us a large white tin and half a dozen of them soft rolls, missus, please.’

She bustled about putting the bread and rolls into brown  paper bags. He looked around. He was still the only customer.

‘That’ll be sixpence.’

He took the bags off the counter, shoved them under his jacket and ran out, the woman’s shrieks loud in his ears. He didn’t stop running until he turned into Kew Street where there was a piece of wasteland. He squatted down on his haunches and began with the rolls. Even though there was nothing to put in them they tasted like manna from heaven. The loaf would last him all day. At least he wouldn’t go hungry tonight. And if he got the chance to nick an overcoat he would. He’d tell Mam someone had taken pity on him when he’d gone asking for work.

He wandered around the area familiarising himself, noting where the food and clothing shops were, and the pawnbrokers and the shops called ‘cannies’ or ‘canteens’ which were little more than a piece of wooden board jammed into the doorway of someone’s house. They sold ready-cooked food to take home or eat on the street. He noted too the police stations: Rose Hill, Athol Street, St Anne Street. He’d give them a wide berth. He stopped and spoke to a group of men and boys who lingered on the street corner. They were like himself, unemployed, some from choice, others because they had simply despaired of ever getting a job.

‘Try the Labour Exchange. Yer just might get lucky,’ one man advised. Colin thanked him but had no intention of going down the ‘Labour’ - they asked all kinds of questions.

He wondered why his mam didn’t go on the Parish, but of course you more or less had to beg for Parish Relief and he knew she wouldn’t. By mid-afternoon he was cold and fed up. He’d managed to snatch a battered purse from an old woman. It contained a thruppenny bit and a penny. Not much,  he thought, but enough to get him a couple of pies from Reigler’s. He dared not show his face in Skillicorn’s again. He cut through the back entries and, at the junction of Titchfield Street and Tatlock Street, he unexpectedly came across a pitch and toss game.

Gambling in any form always interested him; he took after his da in that respect.

‘Any chance of gettin’ in on it, lad?’ he asked a spotty youth dressed in the uniform of the poor: old, greasy jacket, moleskin trousers, broken-down boots and a once-white muffler wrapped around the neck.

‘How much ’ave yer got?’ one of the older men asked, casting a suspicious glance over him.

‘Fourpence.’

‘Ever played before?’

‘Nope. Never seen it played before either,’ Colin lied.

The smirk on the man’s face told him what to expect but inwardly he smiled too. If this lot thought he was a fool they were soon going to find out otherwise.

The rules were explained and he put on a puzzled expression. He’d lose a couple of times, just to lull their suspicions, and then . . .

An hour later he walked away with one shilling and sixpence and the promise that he’d return tomorrow so they could try and win it back. He had no intention of going back and none of going home either. He’d get a hot meal from one of the cannies, then he’d wander along to Champion Whates lodging house and get a decent bed for the night - after he’d got some sort of coat. There were many advantages of not being known in a neighbourhood but he’d have to watch his step. Too much thieving and  illegal gambling and his face and name would soon be common knowledge.

 



For Richie things hadn’t been too bad either. He’d asked one of the men on the stand to point out Albert Brown and then he’d gone over and had a word with him.

‘So, how come you aren’t going down to the south end, the Coburn and the Brunswick and Herculaneum docks?’ he’d been asked after saying they’d moved from the Dingle.

‘Not much work down there, boss.’

The blockerman looked him up and down then nodded slowly.

‘You’ll have to go on the stand like everyone else.’

‘I know, boss.’

He’d joined the others, they were all blowing on their hands and stamping their feet for, even though the sun was out and the sky a clear blue, it was freezing. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve and everyone desperately wanted work. There must have been between fifty and sixty men and Albert Brown called out the names of only thirty. But Richie’s had been amongst them. The other men melted away, shoulders slumped with disappointment, desperation in their eyes. They’d be back at lunchtime to see if they could get half a day at least.

‘You get down with that lot to number two Husskinson. There’s two freighters in. One with pig iron, the other with fruit - and I don’t want any boxes broken “accidentally” either. I’ll check.’

‘ ’E come over on a razor boat, did that feller. There’s no ’Arry Freemans with ’im around,’ the middle-aged man walking beside Richie muttered.

Richie knew what he meant. There would be nothing free  this morning. Obviously Albert Brown kept a check on the stevedores who were in charge of the cargoes. But it was a docker’s prerogative to get something and they all knew the ways and means.

The morning had gone quickly as the pig iron was unloaded and stacked on the dockside. Liverpool dockers were the quickest in the world - when they chose to be. At dinnertime he again took his position on the stand and was picked once more.

‘It’s a cargo of Irish confetti,’ the blockerman informed the gang he’d picked and then divided into two groups.

‘Bloody stone chippings!’ Richie muttered.

His words caught the attention of the man standing next to him. ‘Yer a birrof a day-old chick, aren’t yer? I ’aven’t seen yer around ’ere before,’ his companion said.

‘Just moved from over the water,’ Richie lied. ‘Not much work over there.’

‘In the one-eyed city?’

‘Aye, Birkenhead.’

‘Couldn’t yer get work at Laird’s?’

‘No, they’ll only take on skilled, semi-skilled and their own for labouring,’ Richie answered. It was partly true. Cammell Laird’s was the big shipbuilders on the other bank of the Mersey and most of their labourers lived in Birkenhead.

‘Bloody typical!’

‘I . . . I was hopin’ to get a bit of ’Arry Freemans, like, what with it being Christmas an’ all.’ Richie’s expression was hopeful.

His fellow docker looked quizzically at him. ‘You a minesweeper then?’

‘What if I am? Everyone here is on the lookout to pinch  some food. What’s the City of Benares carryin’ then?’

‘Fruit. You ’eard ’im. Oranges probably, an’ maybe bananas.’

‘I’ve never even seen one, let alone ’ad one to eat.’

‘Overrated, lad, I ’ad one once. Broke it off a big ’and of them and ate it. Not much to it. Couple of mouthfuls an’ it’s gone. Not much taste either. Can’t understand all the fuss. And yer get some bloody big spiders in them too. Big, black, hairy ones. Give yer the screamin’ shits they would. An’ they’re poisonous.’ He shuddered at the recollection.

‘I don’t like the sound of that but I wouldn’t mind a couple of oranges for the kids, like.’

‘Well, sling yer hook so it’ll break open a crate and we’ll all have some. Take no notice of yer blockerman. ’E says that every time the cargo’s food or drink. ’E gets ’is share, believe me, an’ the Paddy Kellys, though they’d have their tongues ripped out before they’d admit it. They’d lose their bloody jobs. Aye, an’ soft jobs they are too.’

Richie nodded. Some of the dock police were all right, others were not. Too zealous in their jobs by far was the general opinion.

He’d worked hard all day and his back felt as if it was breaking, but he was going home with pockets full of oranges and his wage for the day. They usually didn’t get the pay owing to them until Fridays but Christmas week was different. Surely that would keep Mary from her eternal moaning. He’d even go straight home now too, but not tomorrow. It was Christmas Eve tomorrow; everyone finished at dinnertime and there were more than enough ale houses to pick from along the Dock Road. She couldn’t complain. A man was entitled to a drink on Christmas Eve, wasn’t he?




Chapter Four

The pale winter sunlight that filtered in through the window made things look even worse, Mary thought. She glanced around the kitchen. There was a large patch of damp above the window, a sign of broken guttering. The ceiling was almost as dark and brown as the door. The skirting boards had all been ripped out and probably used as firewood. She couldn’t blame the previous tenants for that, last night she would have done the same thing herself. The kitchen door didn’t fit properly, and whenever it was opened or closed it made a scraping noise that went straight through her. There were two uncovered gas jets on the wall; she’d get oil lamps, they were far cheaper and were less of a fire hazard than candles.

There wasn’t any use at all in even going and looking at the front downstairs room. In fact she was almost certain that the floorboards in there had also been burned as a means of heating. Desperate people did desperate things. She remembered someone commenting about it yesterday. Dear God, was it only yesterday? She’d have to complain and go on complaining to the landlord to get the floorboards replaced and it would be years, if ever, before she got any furniture for the room.

The range was in desperate need of a good clean with a wire brush and then blackleading. The floor needed scrubbing, the windows needed cleaning. All the walls and the  ceiling needed a coat of whitewash with lime added to deter the bugs. That was just one room and she had neither the heart nor the energy to do it. The state of the scullery didn’t bear thinking about. Furthermore she had no brushes, buckets, Jeyes Fluid, nor even a bit of soap. There was no food either.

All she had left in her purse was ten shillings and she knew no one in this neighbourhood at all that she could borrow from until Richie got paid, if he got paid.

She’d just have to muster up what was left of her courage and go to the corner shop. Richie had said they were all right and she didn’t blame the woman for refusing credit until her husband intervened. She wouldn’t give credit to anyone looking like Richie, and a total stranger, if she had the good fortune to own a shop. It was going to be awful. It hurt her pride but she’d have to put her pride in her pocket.

She tidied her hair with Tessa’s brush, tucked her blouse into her skirt and pulled on the second-hand black coat she’d had for over six years. Even the colour had faded, she thought, looking at it with distaste. The only brand-new dress she’d ever had in her life had been her wedding dress and she’d quickly sold that along with her veil and headdress to furnish her first home.

There was no need to close the front door behind her, they had nothing, absolutely nothing to steal. She blinked rapidly as she went from the gloom of the lobby into the sunlit street. She looked up and down the street and wrinkled her nose at the smell permeating the air. Obviously it was a tannery. Nothing else smelled like that.
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