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PART I




Chapter One

1909

‘Mam! Mam! Come quick! Come now!’ Tom Ryan’s young face was flushed and his breath was coming in short, painful gasps. He caught and held his mother’s arm tightly, his fingers pincer-like around the firm, bare flesh below her rolled-up sleeves.

‘In the name of God what is it?’ Molly cried out in pain. ‘What’s wrong? What’s the matter with you?’ She prised her arm from her fourteen-year-old son’s vice-like grip, anxiety filling her dark brown eyes, the muscles in her stomach contracting with fear. He was in a terrible state. Whatever could have reduced her normally stoic son to a gabbling, shaking wreck?

Tom had regained some of his breath and his face had lost the ruddy flush of exertion and was now unnaturally pale. ‘It’s what . . . what Da was afraid would happen. Come on, Mam,’ he pleaded, once more grasping her arm.

Molly suddenly realised what he was talking about and,  pushing Tom aside tore off her apron, flinging it across the kitchen table on which the dirty dishes from teatime still remained. She turned distractedly to her daughter.

‘Ellen, go up the street and see how many men and lads you can get and then follow us down. Go on, girl, don’t stand there with your mouth open like a cod on a fishmonger’s slab!’ Molly was already reaching for her heavy black shawl but didn’t bother to wrap it around her dark, neatly coiled hair as she always did when she went out of the house.

Her daughter stood for a few seconds, totally transfixed and mesmerised by the scene unfolding before her eyes. At sixteen she was taller than her petite mother, her hair was lighter than Molly’s, more of a chestnut colour, but she had her father’s clear grey eyes which were now wide with fear. What they’d all dreaded seemed now to have happened and she could see all their recently acquired financial security evaporating. These days they had far more than any of their neighbours in Milton Street possessed in the way of money, food, coal and decent clothes, but they’d been just as poor and desperate to keep a roof over their heads until at least six months ago. Now it seemed that their good luck had deserted them and their former misery was about to return. ‘One step forward, two steps back,’ she muttered before gathering her senses and galvanising herself.

‘Mam, shall I go and get the brigade too?’

Molly turned back, her thoughts racing distractedly around in her head. ‘No! Get one of the young lads to go, better still, if you or anyone else knows where that young  hooligan of a brother of yours is, send him.’

‘Our Bernie’s at the Cooneys’. When I ran up the street I saw him swinging on the street lamp with Teddy Cooney outside their house,’ Tom supplied, his eyes filled with fear and impatience.

‘I’ll swing for him!’ Molly said grimly. ‘Ellen, go and get him and then for God’s sake get on with finding help before your da loses everything and we all have to go on the parish!’

Ellen needed no second telling. Without even waiting to grab her own shawl, she followed her mother and brother out into the bitterly cold, frosty night. She didn’t even pause to watch her mother and brother start to run down the street, instead she went immediately up the steps of number 16 and hammered on the door until it was opened.

‘Is our Bernie here? Is he? It’s terrible! Something terrible has happened and we need him, now!’

Gussie Cooney turned and yelled down her dark, damp lobby, ‘Bernie Ryan! Yer sister wants yer! Now! Gerrout ’ere!’

Mrs Cooney took in Ellen’s white face and fear-filled eyes. The girl looked half demented. It had to be something very bad.

‘Is it yer mam, Ellen?’

‘No, Mam’s all right.’

‘Then what’s up with yer, luv? Yer look as though yer’ve seen auld Nick ’imself.’

‘Oh, please, please Mrs Cooney, can Mr Cooney and the lads go down to the yard? Our Bernie’s got to go and  get the brigade and I’ve got to get as many men as I can to help.’

‘Holy Mother of God! Is the yard on fire? Is that why yer need the fire bobbies?’ Alarm now replaced curiosity in the older woman’s eyes and her hand went to her throat.

Ellen nodded. ‘Oh, please hurry them up!’ she begged before turning away as her neighbour gave young Bernie a shove and told him to run like hell to the nearest police station. She muttered a sincere prayer that no one would be killed and the damage would be light. She had a lot of reasons to thank Molly Ryan these days, the food on the table and the fire in the range, just to start with.

Ellen went from house to house pleading desperately for help. Soon men and boys were rushing out from the decrepit old houses, some in shirt sleeves, some pulling on greasy, threadbare, often torn jackets. Crisscrossing the street, she finally reached the bottom. Thank God this was the last house, she thought as she hammered with what strength she had left on number 36.

Number 36 was the home of John Meakin and his family. The Meakins were not popular. They kept themselves to themselves, John Meakin saw to that. He ruled them all with a rod of iron and Mrs Meakin was terrified of her husband. Ellen had often heard her mam and Mrs Cooney discussing the woman’s plight.

When the door was opened by Mr Meakin himself Ellen instinctively backed down to the second step.

‘Oh, Mr Meakin! Please help! Please come quickly, there’s a fire at the yard, everyone else is going up there! Look, all the men are going.’

John Meakin glanced briefly up the street then turned to stare at her. He was a small, dark, wiry man. ‘Ferret Face’, Tom and Bernie called him and she thought the description fitted him well. But this was hardly the time for such deliberations.

‘Then you won’t need my help, will you, girl, if half the street’s gone already? It’s nothing to do with me what goes on at that yard. I’ve heard it’s not up to much anyway. I think he’s got a nerve to call it a “business”. Now he thinks he’s better than anyone else, all you Ryans think you’re a cut above. I remember a time not long ago when you used to come knocking here in rags, asking to borrow a bit of this, a bit of that, as if we were made of money. “The Cadging Ryans” I used to call you – still do. So clear off and let a decent man have some peace and quiet after a proper day’s work.’

The door slammed in Ellen’s face, leaving her stunned. Why was he taking that attitude? What he’d said about them having to ‘borrow’ bits of food was true but he didn’t have to be so rude and nasty. It was as if he hated Da, and as far as she knew he had no reason to. She’d only asked for help. Suddenly tired, she leaned against the corner of the soot-encrusted wall of the next house where it joined the narrow alleyway that led into the darkness of number 3 Court. The property there was in an even worse state than the rest of the street. One standpipe and a single deep gutter ran down the middle, always clogged up with rubbish. The two privies that served nearly thirty people stank even in the depths of winter.

She caught her breath and, putting John Meakin’s  malicious words out of her mind, began to run up the street again. She didn’t stop, not even before crossing Marybone, a main road. Then, when she reached Freemason’s Row, she saw the flames shooting upwards, piercing the blackness of the night sky and the column of smoke so thick, it was smothering the stars. Thankfully, in the distance, shattering the stillness of the night, she heard the clanging of a bell. At least Bernie had been quick.

‘Oh, God! Please don’t let it be too late, please don’t let  everything have gone! Please let it only be a small fire.’ Her prayer, uttered with her eyes cast to the heavens, was fervent but she knew by the flames and smoke that it wasn’t a small blaze. The furious clanging of the bell grew louder and louder and an engine passed her, the men clinging on for dear life, still struggling to button up their jackets.

She broke into a run again and then stopped dead at the corner of Freemason’s Row and the wide entry that led off it. She bit into the back of her hand to stifle the scream that rose in her throat. Ahead of her was a scene that filled her with terror. It was like a picture of Hell. Against a lurid background of orange, red and yellow flames, figures, dark and unrecognisable, seemed to flit in and out of the dense clouds of acrid smoke. One minute they were visible, the next they’d disappeared. Then sheer panic galvanised her. Her da, her mam, and her brother were somewhere in that nightmarish inferno!

‘Mam! Mam!’ she screamed, pushing her way forward, tripping over the coiled hoses the firemen were rapidly unrolling.

‘Don’t go any further, girl! There’s nothing you can do!’ one yelled at her, but she ignored him and ran forward.

The smoke and heat hit her and brought her to a halt. It scorched the back of her throat, half blinded her, seared her face and hair, but she stumbled on, her hand across her nose and mouth, her eyes watering and smarting. The roar of the flames beat loudly against her ears, as did the yells and shouts of the fire fighters, and of the men and boys who were making a chain to pass buckets of water filled from the standpipe as near as they could get to the fire. Behind them she could hear the terrified, high-pitched cries of panic-stricken horses.

She tried again, screaming out for her da, Molly and young Tom, but it was useless.

‘Get back, girl! Get out of the bloody way!’ someone yelled, and she was suddenly lifted off her feet and swung around. She struggled violently but could do nothing to break the grip of the strong arms that held her prisoner. Then, despite the cacophony, she heard the sound, not as loud as any of the others but it made her renew her struggles. She could hear it. She could. It was as if someone were striking an anvil with an iron bar, repeatedly and quickly. She knew it was someone trying to break the bolts on the stable door.

‘Let me go!’ she screamed. ‘Let me go! It’s my da! That noise . . . can’t you hear it? He’s trying to open the door!’

The grip didn’t loosen. ‘I know, luv, but there’s not much he can do, the heat will have twisted the metal. One of the lads has his hose trained on the door and your da, but he’d better get out of there soon before the roof  collapses, it could go any minute!’

She realised he was right. The whole ramshackle building was ablaze, the flames leaping skywards from the roof. The horses’ screams of terror, almost human in their pitch and intensity, became louder as did the sound of the pounding of hooves against wood.

Tears were running unchecked down Ellen’s cheeks. ‘You’ve got to go and get him out! Get him out from there, please? And my mam, don’t forget my mam!’

‘God Almighty! Your mam’s not in there, luv.’

‘Where is she?’

He set her down on her feet. ‘At the gate. Look, one of the lads is holding her and your brother. Go on over to them.’

Before Ellen could move they heard the panels in the heavy wooden door splintering, followed by the ear-splitting crash as the door fell outwards and downwards sending a shower of sparks shooting upwards. She felt herself being caught up and swung around again as the fireman pressed her against the wall, his body protecting her. Over his shoulder she saw an enormous black shape, eyes rolling white with terror, huge white-feathered hooves thundering on the wet cobbles, the thick black mane on fire. It filled her entire field of vision and passed so close she could smell the burning horsehair. Then a figure, bent double, appeared from the wall of smoke and flames, and Ellen recognised her father.

‘It’s Da! It’s my da!’ she screamed and was instantly released as her protector ran forward and half carried, half dragged her father to the gate and away from danger.

Jack Ryan was in a state of collapse. Heedless of his own safety he’d plunged in, desperately trying to save the small business in which lay all his dreams. It had been the means of escaping the grinding poverty of the past and making a secure future for his family. It was all he’d thought about. It was all he’d cared about.

Molly cast off the grip of Tom and Bernie and fell to her knees beside her husband, not even feeling the jarring of the hard cobbles.

‘Jack! Jack! Speak to me for the love of God, Jack?’ Molly pleaded, placing her arm around his shoulders, feeling the warm, wet, charred cloth of his jacket disintegrating beneath her fingers.

The fireman helped him sit up.

‘I’m all right,’ he croaked. ‘I’ll live, Moll, but everything ... everything I’ve worked for . . .’ He couldn’t go on. He began to cough and he was shaking.

Ellen put her arms around her brothers and drew them close. They too were shaking and crying and she herself was fighting back the tears. Da looked so . . . so beaten. ‘It’s all right, Da’s not hurt and neither is Mam,’ she comforted, trying to keep her own voice steady.

‘What about Eddie?’ Tom suddenly asked.

In all the terror and confusion their stepbrother, Eddie, had been forgotten, as had Annie, their stepsister, for Molly was Jack Ryan’s second wife.

‘I don’t know where . . . where he is,’ Ellen replied.

‘Well, he’s not where he should be and neither is that little madam. They should be here helping your da and me.’ Molly’s voice was shrill with fright.

A shot rang out and Jack Ryan covered his face with hands that were badly burned.

Molly crossed herself. ‘Oh, Holy Mother of God, the poor beast.’ Then she looked up to see a policeman towering above her. Another one was coming over to join him and was holding a revolver. Only the police and vets were allowed to put down horses and rabid dogs.

‘I’m sorry about that, luv, you’ve got to be cruel to be kind. It was too badly . . . hurt. In a terrible state really. The only thing we could do was put it down but the other one doesn’t seem too bad. In a real state of shock, but gradually calming down. There’s a lad who is going to lead it away from all the noise and confusion. We’ll call an ambulance to take yourself and your husband to hospital. Are the kids all right?’

‘Yes! But we don’t need an ambulance. We’re not that bad and I . . . I’ll tend to my husband.’

‘Well, if you’re sure, but I’d get someone to look at those burns. It’ll take a while yet to get that out.’ He jerked his head towards the fire and the still-burning buildings. ‘They’ll have to move all the coal bit by bit just to make sure it’s not left smouldering, then restack it. It’s bad luck it being a coal yard.’

Jack just nodded. It would probably take the best part of twenty-four hours to sort out what was left.

Ellen helped her mother to her feet. The crowd was melting away and, as the constable had said, a lad was helping to hold and calm the other shire horse. It was continuing to rear and plunge, its eyes wild, and there were flecks of white foam around its nostrils. Narrowing her  eyes in the dark and the smoke, she realised the lad was Eddie. Ellen glared at him. Trust him, always too flaming late to be of any use, and there was no sign at all of Annie. She was probably still in town with her friends.

Molly tried to compose herself. ‘Let’s get you home, Jack.’ She began examining his injuries as gently as one could. ‘I’ve got some goose grease, that’ll help ease the burns, but we’ll get the doctor. You’re sure nothing’s broken?’

Jack Ryan shook his head slowly. ‘Only my heart, Moll. Only my heart.’




Chapter Two

They walked home in the darkness, every beam of light cast by the moon and the street lamps catching the frost that was now covering every surface and making it glisten. Few front doors were open, it was too cold, but from dimly lit windows the figures of anxious women, awaiting news, were discernible.

Jack nodded and briefly thanked the men and boys who had turned out to help.

When he reached his own doorstep Arthur Cooney turned towards the little group. ‘I ’ope it’s not too bad, Jack. The fire bobbies arrived smartish, like, and we all did our bit for yer, lad. Get them burns seen to and get some sleep.’

‘Easier said than done, Artie,’ Jack said wearily.

‘Just say ter yerself ’to ’ell with it until mornin’.’

Jack nodded. ‘Thanks, Artie, I don’t know what we’d have done without your help and all the others.’

‘What are mates for?’

Molly managed a weak smile of thanks to her neighbour.

When the front door had closed behind them and Molly had put on the kettle, she went to search for the jar of  goose grease in the scullery. Jack sat down, his shoulders slumped. He covered his face with his hands.

Gently Ellen put her arm around his shoulder. She was still shaking herself but her da looked terrible. ‘Oh, Da, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. And look at your poor hands.’ Tears filled her eyes again.

‘Ellen, make the tea, luv, and put plenty of sugar in each cup. Tom, go down and see if the Dispensary doctor will come out. I know it’s late but if you explain and tell him that we have the money to pay what he charges, he might come. Go on, lad, be quick.’

Molly squatted down before her husband and gently removed his hands from his face. He looked terrible.

His hair, eyebrows, eyelashes and moustache were all badly singed. His face was black from the smoke, as were his clothes – what there was left of them. The whites of his eyes were very bright in contrast to his face, but they were bloodshot.

He looked at her through tears.

‘I know, luv, I know,’ she murmured soothingly as she began to spread the grease over the burned skin. He had now begun really to feel the pain from his injuries but it was nothing to the desolation that filled his heart.

Ellen handed the tea around. Molly held the mug to her husband’s lips but he shook his head.

‘You’ve got to have something, Jack. Will I get Artie to go down to the Swan for a drop of brandy? It’s supposed to be good for shock.’

‘No, no thanks,’ Jack gasped. The pain from his burned hands, arms, face and shoulders was becoming unbearable.

Molly looked at him, almost overcome with pity. He hadn’t had a very good life. Born into the poverty and squalor of the Liberties – the slums of Dublin – he’d come to Liverpool as a very young child, like hundreds of thousands of others, to escape the Great Famine. As he’d grown up he’d worked at anything he could get. During his first marriage, which she knew hadn’t been happy, he’d tried to provide the bare essentials: rent, food, fire and clothes, but the deceased Martha Ryan had been a feckless waster. And a bit of a slut to boot, so Gussie Cooney had told her once, after Gussie had had a bit too much to drink.

Her own mother, dead these fifteen years, had told her she was mad to take him and his two kids on when he was forty-four and she only twenty-eight. She’d waited for true love and at last she’d met Jack. She loved him then and she loved him now, even though he was now sixty and therefore classed as an old man while she was only middle-aged.

‘The doctor should be here soon, Jack. He’ll give you something for the pain.’

‘If our Tom shifts himself,’ Ellen remarked impatiently.

Molly turned to her. ‘See to our Bernie, luv. Make sure he has a good wash before putting on his pyjamas and going to bed.’

She was proud of the fact that they had pyjamas and nightdresses, proper towels and gentler toilet soap instead of carbolic, but that thought made her heart sink. For how much longer? If everything had gone . . . but no, she wouldn’t think about that now.

Bernie went into the scullery without the usual litany of  complaints. Ellen stood, leaning on the doorjamb, her mug in her hand, watching him affectionately.

‘See you fold your clothes up ready for school in the morning.’

‘My shirt’s all covered in smuts, Ellen.’

‘No one will notice if you wear your jersey over it, but if they say anything tell them what . . . what’s happened.’

The kitchen door opened but to everyone’s disappointment it wasn’t the doctor, only Gussie Cooney.

‘I’ve just cum ter see if there’s anythin’ yer want? Artie told me it was shockin’, smoke an’ flames everywhere. ’Ave yer sent for the doctor fer ’im?’

Molly nodded, then bit her lip. ‘Our Tom’s gone to the Dispensary but these burns are more serious than I thought. Maybe you should have gone to hospital,’ she said anxiously to her husband.

‘I wouldn’t trust the daylights in one of them places,’ Gussie sniffed.

‘If the doctor thinks he needs to go, then I suppose . . .’ Molly shrugged.

‘Yer should ’ave got them ’ands inter cold water straight away, I’ve ’eard that’s the best remedy.’

Molly didn’t want to be sharp with her neighbour but her nerves were frayed to the point of snapping. She took a deep breath before replying. ‘I’ve heard that too, but I’ve already smothered his hands with grease.’

‘God, would yer look at the state of ’is clothes, Moll! Fallin’ off ’is back, burned ter bits.’

‘I know, but at least they protected him a bit.’

Gussie sat down and accepted the mug Ellen passed  her. ‘’Ow did it start, like? Who told yer?’

It was a question Molly herself hadn’t yet asked.

Jack tried to gather his wits. ‘I don’t know how it started, but I was just on my way up there to settle the horses and make a final check like I do every night when a bloke stopped me and said he thought he could see flames and smoke. We . . . we ran and he was right.’

‘Who was this bloke? Do yer know ’im, like?’ Gussie asked.

‘No. No, I didn’t know him. I asked him to go for help but then our Tom arrived, so I sent him down here to tell Molly.’

‘What did yer do then?’

Jack frowned and tried to think back. It seemed like a month ago. ‘I . . . I . . . unlocked the padlock and opened the gate.’ He shook his head, trying to remember what he did after that; it had all been so chaotic.

‘Do yer know what the damage is then an’ what’s ’appened to the other ’orse? Our Artie said they ’ad ter shoot one. Terrible it was, ’e said. The thing was mad with the pain, ’e said it was burnin’ all over, God ’elp it.’

Ellen glared at the woman. A shudder ran through her as she remembered the stampeding animal. Did she really  have to go on like this?

Jack didn’t look up so it was Molly who answered. ‘We won’t know until morning what’s . . . what’s left—’

‘And Eddie was going to see to the horse,’ Ellen interrupted. ‘Gossipy Cooney’ is what the woman should be called, not ‘Gussie’ Cooney. Couldn’t she see  she was upsetting Mam further?

There was silence in the kitchen and seeing there was nothing more she could learn or do, Gussie finished her tea, said ‘Tarrah’ and left, bumping into young Tom who was closely followed by Dr Jenkinson.

‘Oh, thank God you’ve come, sir!’ Molly cried in relief. ‘If you’ll excuse me for just a minute. Tom, get a good wash and then both of you go to bed. Ellen, you’ve work in the morning and if you don’t turn up they’ll dock your wages or maybe worse.’

‘I’m all right, Mam. I’ll be going in to work,’ Ellen said with more confidence than she felt.

Dr Jenkinson examined Jack’s burns while Molly watched in silence, wiping her hands on the piece of rag she kept near to the range for removing hot pans and dishes.

‘So, Mr Ryan, what happened?’

Haltingly, Jack related the events of the night again while the doctor shook his head. Jack Ryan and his family worked very hard. The man was out in all weathers humping sacks of coal until late at night and lately he’d seen a lad of about twenty driving another coal cart. He admired the man. Looking around the room he thought Mrs Ryan kept her home as clean as was earthly possible in the crumbling, damp, vermin-infested hovels the people in this area were forced to live in. Oh, conditions in the slums had improved with Dr Duncan being appointed the first Medical Officer of Health in the country, and Kitty Wilkinson, who had opened her home as the first public washhouse, and Mrs Rathbone initiating the first District Nursing service, but there was still terrible  overcrowding, poverty, disease and dirt.

‘Did you clean these burns, Mrs Ryan, before you put on the grease?’

‘Clean them?’ Molly looked perplexed.

‘Yes. Did you make sure there was no dirt or ash or charred material embedded in the skin?’

She was confused. ‘I . . . I . . . don’t know about that. I’d always thought . . . I mean I was always told that grease . . .’

‘It is, but wounds should be cleaned first. Although now I don’t think he could stand the pain. But I’m sure everything will be all right. You’ve all had a terrible experience. I’m going to leave you something to take for the shock and if you’ll call and see me tomorrow morning, Mr Ryan, we’ll see how you are.’

Molly held out the coin. ‘Thank you, thank you so much for coming, sir. I know it’s late.’

Picking up his black Gladstone bag he gestured that Molly should keep the money. ‘The hospital wouldn’t have charged you, Mrs Ryan, and it was an emergency. You did the right thing calling me out. Good night.’

Molly let him out and then leaned against the door for a second. Now she knew she would have to try and talk to Jack and it wouldn’t be easy.

She went back into the kitchen and took a deep breath. ‘Jack, what do you think will . . . happen?’

‘I don’t know, Moll, and that’s the truth. You know how hard I worked for that little bit of extra money to get started.’

She nodded. She’d scrimped and saved too. She’d gone without food herself, had used oil lamps instead of lighting  the gas jet. Saved as best she could on fuel for the range, patching and darning and altering the clothes for all of them. They’d been as badly off as the neighbours. Sometimes there had been no coal and no oil and they’d made do with candles and rubbish picked up from the gutters, old orange boxes and bundles of wood from the cooperage that you had to queue for at the end of the day. Often they’d existed on just weak tea and bread.

Then had come the little windfall: a piece of luck they never in their wildest dreams expected. Old Ma Stebbins at number 4 had died and Jack had been astounded when he’d been told that she’d left him fifteen pounds. No one in the street had even known she’d got any money. She’d lived in Milton Street for years. She’d rented two rooms but after her kids had all grown up and left and Charlie Stebbins had died, she’d made do with just one. She appeared to live in poverty and want like everyone else. So where she’d got the money from was anyone’s guess, although it was generally known that old man Stebbins liked to bet on the horses. Jack had always been good to her, doing whatever jobs he could, she being a widow and bent almost double with bad arthritis. And then Jack – the most prosaic of men – had revealed to her that he had a dream.

‘So you told her you always wanted your own bit of work?’ Molly had said. ‘Something you’ve always dreamed about? I’d not have thought you’d be—’

‘A dreamer of dreams, Moll?’ he’d finished, laughingly. ‘Aye, I’ve got my daydreams and my hopes for all of us.’

After that he’d worked fourteen, sixteen hours a day, sometimes all night too, going from one menial job to  another until he’d earned the money that, together with the fifteen pounds, enabled him to see his dream become reality. He’d rented the yard, done the repairs needed to the stable, purchased his horse and cart and his first stocks of coal. And then he’d gone out touting for business. And that business had grown; now Eddie drove the second cart and in time Molly had hoped Tom and then Bernie would work for their father too. A family business, she’d reflected. People liked that. It sounded reliable and trustworthy. She pulled herself back to reality.

‘I’ll go down first thing in the morning to see . . . to see what’s left,’ said Jack.

‘Oh, Jack, just when we thought things were getting better . . .’

‘I know.’ He managed a smile. ‘Do you remember the day we got the cart, Moll? You said we should have a photograph taken of it with the big shire in the shafts and me standing beside it.’

‘Jack Ryan and Sons: Coal Merchants. The family firm you can trust,’ she said quietly.

‘Aye, it was a proud day for us all. And then the second horse and cart for Eddie and more customers . . . Everything was going so well, we’d nearly got enough money to be able to move out of here. And now?’

‘It might not be too bad. Surely all the coal won’t have gone? Maybe one of the carts could be patched up and there’s still old Betsy and our savings.’

‘She’ll be hard to handle after this. I won’t be able to trust Eddie with her, she’d be prone to bolting. Where is Eddie?’

‘He won’t be long now.’ She didn’t want him getting even more upset. She glanced at the clock on the overmantel and wondered irritably where the hell Annie had got to. She should have been in an hour ago. Still, she had more important things to think of than her recalcitrant stepdaughter.

 



The question of where on earth Annie could be entered Ellen’s mind too as she lay in bed, her nerves still jangling. Oh, didn’t Mam have enough on her mind without flaming Annie and her antics to contend with? Her mam had tried hard with Annie but the girl had always resented the woman who had taken her own mam’s place. She’d never liked Mam and as she’d grown up she’d challenged her mother’s authority time and time again, until Da had had to give her a good talking to – and the threat of a beating. ‘I’ll not have you behaving like a tart!’ he’d yelled at her stepsister once.

Worry filled Ellen’s mind, and not just about Annie. What if Da had lost everything? He’d have to go back to the docks or to whatever job he could find, and that wouldn’t be easy, not at his age and anyway there wasn’t much work at the best of times. Oh, they’d all worked and saved so hard. She too remembered the day they’d got the first cart. Both she and Mam had had tears of pride and happiness in their eyes. But Annie hadn’t. She’d never said a single word.




Chapter Three

‘It’s all been too much for you, luv.’

‘For you too, and Ellen and the lads.’

‘Thank God no one was killed. When I saw Ellen and that fireman right in the path of that poor crazed animal, I honestly thought they’d be killed. And I was demented with worry until I saw you stagger out.’

‘I had to try, Moll. I had to try to get those animals out.’

‘I know, luv, but . . . well, you got Betsy out,’ she’d replied, trying to comfort him. The enormity of the loss really hadn’t begun to sink in properly.

Molly had succeeded in persuading Jack to go to bed. She’d helped him to undress, wincing herself at the sight of the burns on his back and shoulders and his forearms.

‘Thank God you had on your jacket and old overcoat, otherwise these might have been far worse.’

‘They’re bad enough, Moll.’

‘Can you stand me cleaning them up a bit like the doctor said I was supposed to do? I’ll be as gentle as I can.’

‘Do what you have to,’ he’d said and gritted his teeth the whole time she gently wiped the burned flesh with a piece of clean towel wrung out in warm water. Then just as  gently she smeared the thick creamy fat over the burns. She extended the bandaging on his hands to his arms but he couldn’t bear to have anything on his back and shoulders.

‘God knows how I’ll get any sleep.’

‘You’ll have to lie flat on your stomach with your arms stretched out. Take these,’ she instructed, putting in his mouth two of the tablets the doctor had left. She held the glass of water to his lips. ‘Now straight to bed, you’re exhausted.’

‘So are you, luv, and what about Eddie and Annie?’

‘Leave them to me. I won’t have you worrying yourself about them. In the morning we’ll sort everything out.’

When he’d gone, she gathered up his clothes, shaking her head sadly. Oh, he’d driven himself to the limit to build up that business, and all so they’d have a decent future. One without the miseries of poverty. She’d even begun to look at houses in the more respectable areas of Liverpool, well away from the slums. That would have to wait. She’d put this bundle of charred rags into the bin.

She’d got to the scullery door when the back door opened and Eddie came in. ‘Where’s Betsy?’ she cried, hoping that nothing had happened to their one remaining horse.

‘I managed to get her a stable just for tonight. I stayed with her – she’s used to me – I just kept talking to her and rubbing her down gently. It seemed to sort of, well . . . calm her. Her mane’s badly singed and so is her tail, but we can hag her mane and dock her tail. She seems all right. There are no bad cuts on her legs; her eyes and ears are  okay too. I saw she had water and her nosebag.’

‘Thank God. Finding her somewhere permanent is another thing we’ll have to do tomorrow.’

‘How’s Da?’ the lad asked. The last time he’d seen his father was when he’d been lying on the ground with Molly and the fireman bending over him.

‘He’s shocked, burned, exhausted, what did you expect? Where were you anyway?’

‘I was on my way home. I’d been to the Palais de Luxe in Lime Street.’

‘What’s your da told you about going up to Lime Street with all those tarts parading up and down! Brazen hussies that they are!’

‘I don’t go often,’ Eddie protested. ‘I hardly ever go, but there was nothing I wanted to see on at the Roscommon.’

‘There’s six picture palaces on Scotland Road to choose from. There must have been something.’

‘No, Ma, there wasn’t.’

‘Well, never mind. Here, dump these in the ashpit, I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘Aren’t you going to bed?’

‘Not yet, your sister’s not in. She’s getting to be a right little madam but your da’s got enough on his plate at the moment without trying to sort that one out.’

The lad returned from the ashpit and took off his smut-and smoke-stained coat, washed his hands and face in the scullery sink and then sat down at the table while Molly made a fresh pot of tea. She sighed heavily. She really didn’t mind Eddie. Most of the time he was a good lad. He didn’t hang around street corners smoking or get himself  caught down the back jigger playing pitch and toss. As far as she knew he didn’t lie about his age and go into pubs. He worked just as hard as Jack and had only a few pleasures: buying clothes and going to the pictures.

‘What’ll we do now, Ma?’ he asked, his hands cupped around the mug she’d given him. She’d put three heaped teaspoons of sugar into it. Soon she’d have to ration that.

‘We’ll go up there in the morning with your da and see what’s left.’

‘Do you . . . do you think there’ll be anything?’ Eddie asked tentatively, gazing at his stepmother.

He’d always got on with her. When his da first told him he was going to marry her he’d been hurt, resentful and sullen, like Annie, but he’d quickly grown to like Molly. She was kind and understanding, and had tried to give them the same love and attention as his real mam had. Far more attention, in fact, he’d said to Annie, which had caused a terrible row between them. But then Annie really missed her mam – she was like her in so many ways.

‘There’s bound to be something, but the stables are useless, especially the empty one where the carts, traces and harnesses were kept. The loft with the straw and oats and sacks will have gone too.’

‘What about the coal?’ Eddie queried earnestly. ‘Please let there be something,’ he prayed.

‘Didn’t you hear the policeman saying it would all have to be moved? I don’t know how much will be saleable, Eddie, and that’s the truth. I just pray to God there will be enough for us . . . to go . . . on.’ She was struggling to get the words out and the anxiety, so plain on the lad’s face  and in his eyes, seemed to make it worse.

‘Da’s not going to be able to do much, like, is he? With his hands in that state?’

‘No, he’s not, not for quite a long time, and that’ll make him feel worse. He’ll want to be doing everything himself.’

‘Perhaps if there’s things to do I could get a couple of the lads from the street to help? Pay them . . . not much, of course. Just a couple of coppers, like, and our Tom and Bernie can help too, after school, though it’s nearly dark when they get home.’

She nodded her agreement. ‘Just to sort it all out. Pull down what’s left of it, clear up the yard. It’ll be a start.’

‘Maybe we could try to get another cart and I could do the rounds and hope people won’t mind a bit of a wait for their coal? I’ll work until midnight if I have to.’

‘Oh, Eddie, I know you mean well, lad, but it’s freezing out there. People won’t . . . can’t wait. We’ll lose an awful lot of customers. There’s plenty of other coal merchants. Still, no one was badly hurt, we have to thank God for that. There’s some money we’ve managed to save – I’ve managed to save . . .’

Eddie bit his lip anxiously. ‘I know, it was for another house. A better house. Ellen told me.’

‘Well, that will have to wait, we’ve lived here for years so a few more won’t hurt.’

They both fell silent until they heard the back-yard door creak on its hinges. Molly’s expression became grim as Annie walked into the kitchen.

‘This is a nice time to be coming home, milady. Just where have you been?’ Molly demanded quietly but sternly.

Annie pursed her lips and glared at Molly defiantly. People often told her that she was the image of her poor mam, God rest her. That pleased Annie for she hoped it irritated her stepmother. But she repeated what they said frequently just the same, though never in her da’s hearing.

She had a photo of her mam and dad on their wedding day. It was a bit faded and tatty now, but Mam had been young and every time Annie looked in the mirror she tried to smile the way Mam was smiling in the photo. Like her mother, Annie had blonde hair that curled naturally and large blue eyes. She was inclined to be plump, now that they had plenty of food. She knew she was pretty and that if she had the right clothes – fancy clothes – she’d be really good looking. Beautiful even. But she didn’t have expensive clothes – although the ones she did have were far better than any she’d had in her entire life. She’d saved up for most of them. ‘Cheap and cheerful’, she called them and grudgingly she admitted to herself that where money for her ‘keep’ was concerned, Molly didn’t demand an excessive amount.

‘I asked you a question, Annie.’ Her stepmother rudely interrupted her daydreaming.

‘Me and Josie went to the pictures, then we got chips and ate them at her house,’ Annie retorted. ‘Does that satisfy you?’

‘Don’t be so hardfaced to Ma. She – we’ve all had a really bad night,’ Eddie snapped at his sister.

Annie looked at them closely, noticing for the first time the smudges on her stepmother’s face, the weariness and shock in both sets of eyes and the smell of smoke that  seemed to float around the room – it wasn’t the smoke from the fire in the range.

‘What’s up? What’s happened?’

‘There’s been a fire at the yard,’ Eddie said dejectedly.

‘Your da’s gone up to bed, he’s shocked and he’s got some nasty looking burns and I’m worried to death about both him and the business. But don’t bother about us, we managed fine without you.’

‘How was I supposed to know!’ Annie demanded.

‘You should have come home earlier, then you’d have been some help. Not much, but a bit. Thank God I had Ellen.’

At the mention of her stepsister Annie’s eyes became as hard as two sapphires, and her lips set in a line. Oh, yes, Miss flaming perfect Ellen would be here, of course.

‘Well then, if you had her you wouldn’t have needed me anyway.’

Molly got to her feet, her dark eyes blazing with anger. ‘Don’t you dare speak like that to me, Annie Ryan. While you were off gallivanting with Josie Rafferty your da’s business burned to the ground. One of the horses had to be shot; the brigade are still up there, damping the coal down. Your da could have been burned to death trying to get the horses out. Yes, milady, everything has gone and we’ll be damned lucky not to be back where we were six months ago – with virtually nothing! So you can say goodbye to new clothes, the visits to the pictures and the chip suppers.’

Annie sat down beside her brother, the fear and regret plain now in her eyes. Her poor da! If what Molly had said  were true it really was a disaster. She couldn’t go back to those other days, which now seemed like a lifetime ago. Not enough food or heat. No decent furniture or clothes and not a single hope of buying any more. Now that she could wash with good soap and had a large thick towel to dry herself, proper bedding and nightdresses, good food, warmth, treats such as those Molly had mentioned, a bit of scent and lipstick even, she couldn’t . . . wouldn’t go back to not having any of those things.

‘Did anyone know how it started?’ she asked quietly, looking at her brother.

Eddie shook his head.

‘Your da was going up to check everything when a man stopped him and told him.’

‘What man?’ Annie had poured herself a cup of tea.

‘Just a feller. Someone passing,’ Eddie replied.

‘Fortunately Tom was going up that way. Your da saw him and sent him down.’

‘What time was that?’ Annie asked. Something was niggling at her memory.

‘About half past nine. Why?’

Annie looked thoughtful. She hadn’t been to the pictures with Josie Rafferty, she’d gone with Pat Cleary, but she’d met him outside. She now remembered gazing out of the window of the tram as it passed Freemason’s Row on the way into town. The tram stop was very near to the entry and there was a street lamp on the corner so she’d noticed a man walking up towards the entry, then turn into it. The yard was at the bottom of it and unless you were going there, there was no other reason to be in the entry. That’s  what had made her remember. It was a small, thin man. Old like her da.

‘I . . . I saw someone. I was on the tram—’

‘At that time? I thought you said—’ Molly interrupted.

‘Oh, Ma, never mind what I said, let me think! I knew him. I’d seen him before.’

‘Then who the hell was it, Annie? Don’t start playing games now, it’s too important,’ Eddie demanded.

Annie concentrated hard, closing her eyes to help her recall that momentary sighting as passengers got on and off the tram. ‘I know now! It was Mr Meakin. John Meakin.’

‘Are you sure? It was dark,’ Molly pressed.

‘It was him. The tram was stopped and there’s a street lamp there. I’d know old Ferret Face anywhere. It was definitely him and he was walking towards the yard. That’s why I remembered.’

Eddie rose, the legs of the chair making a screeching noise on the lino. ‘I’ll sort him out! I’ll go up there now!’

‘No, wait, Eddie! I don’t want you or your da going up there tonight. We all need our rest. We’ll tell your father in the morning. Go on up now, the pair of you. I’ll wash these things and then come up myself.’

Fortunately Ellen was awake since Annie didn’t even try to open the bedroom door quietly or move carefully around the room.

‘Did they tell you?’ Ellen asked, sitting up but pulling the blankets around her.

‘Of course they did. At least it took Ma’s mind off why I was in so late.’

‘Is that all you can think of?’ Ellen was annoyed.

‘No, it’s not! I’m . . . I’m as upset as everyone else is. I  won’t go back to living the way we used to do.’

‘You won’t go back. God, you’re so selfish, Annie. You should have seen the state of Da, of Mam, Tom and Bernie. Even Eddie managed to come and help. It was awful, really awful.’

‘I know! Ma just told me so!’ Both she and Eddie insisted on calling Molly ‘Ma’, not ‘Mam’ the way her stepsister and -brothers did. Their ‘mam’, their proper mam, was dead. Annie sat down on the bed. ‘And I saw who did it,’ she announced.

Ellen’s eyes widened. ‘Who? How?’

‘I was going into town on the tram, late, like, and I saw him walking towards the yard.’

‘Who?’

‘Old Ferret Face. Mr Meakin.’

‘You couldn’t have.’ Ellen was confused and suspicious. Annie shouldn’t have been just going anywhere ‘late’. ‘It was dark, you must have made a mistake.’

‘I’m fed up hearing that! Everyone’s so flaming thick. There’s the bloody street lamp! I saw him. I bloody did.’

Ellen was even more confused. ‘I went and asked him to help. Everyone else in the street was going. He was there. He was at home and he was nasty, he wouldn’t go and help.’

‘He must only just have got back then. He’d have had time to get home and play the innocent.’

‘The way he carried on you’d have thought he hated Da.’

‘He does. He can’t stand it that Da got that money and  started his own business. He was always lording it over everyone, especially us. Why us, for God’s sake? We were broke like half the street. He wanted to go on being so bloody high and mighty, hardly passing the time of day to anyone in the entire street. His wife’s terrified of him and there’s definitely something wrong with that Lucy. She never speaks either, she scurries up the road like a scared rabbit and sometimes I’ve seen her in the back jigger crying.’

‘Didn’t you ask her what was the matter?’

‘No. Why should I? She won’t speak to me. Oh, I used to  hate going to that house on the cadge.’

‘So did I – and that’s what he calls us: “the Cadging Ryans”. Shall we tell Mam now?’

Annie looked thoughtful. ‘Are you going to work in the morning?’

‘Of course I am. I can’t afford to lose my job now. Are you?’

Annie nodded. She didn’t want to lose her job either, not if they were ruined.

‘Then neither of us will be here.’

‘Right, let’s tell her now. Has she come up yet?’

‘I haven’t heard her.’

Ellen wrapped the quilt off the bed around her and they both went downstairs, Annie carrying the old paraffin lamp which was still used in the bedrooms.

Molly was sitting in the armchair, her head in her hands, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. The sheer magnitude of the problems she now faced had overwhelmed her.

‘Mam. Mam, are you awake?’ Ellen asked quietly.

Molly looked up and dashed away the tears with the back of her hand. Now what? she thought, catching sight of Annie. She’d heard no raised voices from upstairs so there hadn’t been a row.

‘Annie was telling me she saw Mr Meakin, but he was there, Mam, when I called at the house. He opened the door to me. He was nasty to me. He said Da thought he was better than anyone else, that we all thought that. The way he said it, he sounded as if he hated Da.’

‘So he’d have a good reason to set fire to the place,’ Annie said.

‘And he’d have had enough time to get back home,’ Ellen added. ‘Do you think we . . . Da . . . should go to the police?’

Molly looked thoughtful but then shook her head slowly. ‘What good would it do, luv?’

‘But I saw him! I bloody saw him!’

‘Annie, don’t swear, luv. It would be your word against his. Did anyone else on the tram see him?’

‘How would I know that? How would we even know how to start finding out who the other passengers were?’

‘We couldn’t and he’d say you made a mistake, it was someone else. How could he be up there when he was at home – and hadn’t he a witness to that in Ellen?’ But despite all she was saying to the girls, Molly believed Annie’s story. Her cheeks were burning with anger now. Meakin did hate them. He hated Jack’s success, obviously so much that he was prepared to put Jack out of business.

‘What about Mrs Meakin? She’d know he was out.’

Annie was exasperated. ‘Oh, God, Ellen, are you stupid? Haven’t I just said she’s terrified of him? She’d never go against him.’

‘Annie’s right. The poor woman has a dog’s life with him.’

Ellen was outraged. ‘So is there nothing we can do?’

‘No, luv, there isn’t and I’m just as furious as you are.’

‘There is something. It’s not legal but someone would give him a hiding—’

‘Annie, we don’t want more trouble,’ Molly interrupted.

‘There wouldn’t be any. You know what the fellers are like in this street, they all hate him and . . . afterwards . . . well, he wouldn’t go to the scuffers and even if he did it’d be all their words against his. That Lucy and her mam would keep their mouths shut. They’d probably be made up to see him getting a good belting.’

Molly knew that if Jack asked or even hinted to the men to do to John Meakin what Annie had just outlined, then they would, but it wasn’t the path either she or Jack would want to follow.

‘I’ll talk to your da in the morning. Go on up now, the pair of you.’

Annie turned towards the door but Ellen held her ground. ‘Not until you come up, Mam. I’ll not leave you down here on your own, worried to death and crying.’

Annie rolled her eyes and pursed her lips. If she had her way Jack bloody Meakin would be kicked up and down the bloody street like a football. He’d definitely done it. He’d been the one who’d ruined her life.

Molly smiled at her daughter, turned off the gas light  and, taking the lamp from Ellen, went ahead of the two girls up the stairs.




Chapter Four

Jack was still in terrible pain next morning. He’d spent a restless night and so had Molly. She’d lain beside him silent and still, wishing she could take some of the pain away. She’d gladly suffer herself if it helped him. She’d thought of everything both girls had told her, although she did wonder vaguely where Annie had been going at that time of night. But she was still sure Annie was telling the truth. She had no reason to lie, not about seeing John Meakin anyway.

When the first vestiges of dawn crept across the sky she got up.

Jack stirred and groaned.

‘I’m sorry to wake you, luv.’

‘I was already awake.’

‘Well, you’re not getting up. I know you’ve had precious little sleep. I’ll bring you up a cup of tea and two more of those tablets. Did they work?’

‘A bit. I suppose as the burns heal up the pain will go too.’

‘It will, Jack,’ she said firmly.

Molly raked out the ashes and clinkers in the range,  built up the fire and put the kettle on it to boil. Then she began the ritual tasks of the day.

Ellen was the first to come down, looking tired and pale. ‘I couldn’t sleep, Mam.’

‘Neither could your da and I. Take this in to him and a couple of those tablets. I’ll have the porridge done when you come back.’

The kitchen was warm and the porridge was ready in bowls on the table, along with a plate of bread and butter. The teapot was in its usual place too. She wanted them all to have a good breakfast. It was bitter outside and all too often in the past they’d had to go out with empty bellies. A good breakfast set you up for the day, her own mam had always said.

She saw the girls off to work. Annie had gone out in a huff because she wanted to go with her da to confront John Meakin. She’d be delighted to tell him to his thin ferrety face that he was a liar and a fire-raiser, and that was illegal. There was a fancy name for it but she couldn’t remember what it was; Da would know. But Molly had been adamant. They were both going to go to work. Tom and Bernie had gone to school, quiet and uncomplaining. The usual moans and arguments, particularly from Tom, about ‘having to have him tagging along’, were missing. Eddie had had a bit of a lie-in seeing as there was no work for him. But after he’d eaten and had filled the coal scuttle he felt restless and in the way.

‘I think I’ll go down to the docks later, just to see if I can get a half-day. To help out, like. It’ll be better than just hanging around here, getting under your feet.’

‘That’s good of you, Eddie, but don’t get your hopes up, there’s too many in this city without work and it’s coming up to Christmas,’ Molly had replied, as she tried to make her husband more comfortable.

So there were just the three of them in the kitchen when Molly told Jack the tale. She watched his face, pale and drawn with pain, change and flush red with anger, his eyes like two pieces of flint.

‘So, that’s it, Jack,’ Molly finished and sat down.

‘I believe you. I wouldn’t put it past him at all. But, as you say, it’d never hold up in court.’

‘Should we report it though?’

‘No. I’ll go and see him myself to see just what he has to say.’

‘He’ll have gone to his work.’

‘Then I’ll go tonight.’

‘You know the fellers in the street would go with you, Da,’ Eddie chipped in.

‘I don’t want anything like that, Eddie. I’ll not sink to his level of hatred and envy.’ Jack gave a short bark of a laugh. ‘And he calls himself a Christian. He’s nearly eating the altar rails at Mass on Sundays.’

‘Then should we go and tell Father Healy? He might have something to say to that flaming no-mark.’

Jack shook his head. ‘Let’s leave the clergy out of it.’

‘So, will we go to the yard with you then and see . . . see . . .’ Eddie’s voice tailed off.

They all knew it had to be faced sooner or later.

 



It looked even worse in the drab grey winter morning,  Molly thought, tears pricking her eyes. The huge puddles of water left by the Fire Brigade had frozen solid, causing another hazard.
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