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Chapter One


September 1906.


The rich crimson folds of the skirt lay on the kitchen table, glowing like a jewel. Cathy Ward leaned over it folding it carefully with the braided hem uppermost.


‘Teacher says the wool for this comes off the back of a sheep,’ she said.


Her sister Mary stood looking into a mirror propped on the windowsill, drawing tendrils of curly hair forward to lie becomingly on her forehead. At fourteen years of age she gave every promise of becoming a beauty and the proud tilt of her head showed that she was well aware of the fact.


Her budding breasts and neat waist were outlined by a well-fitting dark dress, and her tiny feet were encased in shining button boots. Her skin was pale and clear with a scattering of freckles across a straight nose, and her curling red-gold hair hung almost to her waist, tied back with a black bow.


She glanced at the skirt. ‘The sheep had better look out then,’ she said with a toss of her head. ‘Because I’m going to have lots of skirts like that when I’m older.’


‘I hope it keeps fine for you,’ her mother said drily, taking brown paper and string from the dresser drawer, and deftly wrapping the skirt.


‘Never mind standing there admiring yourself, Mary,’ she went on, as church bells broke the quiet of the Sunday morning, ‘Get your hat and jacket. You too, Cathy. I want both of you back here at one o’clock for your dinner.’


‘But, Mam, Mrs Malloy’s going to High Mass at eleven o’clock today, so it’ll be after half-past twelve when we get back to the house,’ Cathy protested. ‘It takes her so long to get home when she’s been sitting down for an hour.’


‘All right, I’ll say half-past one then,’ said Sally Ward, drawing her purse from her apron pocket. ‘Here’s the fare for the tram to Aigburth, Mary. You can walk back – and no dawdling. Remember, I want you back at half-past one.’


Mary looked sulky. ‘Can’t I stay if Aunt Emily asks me?’


‘No, come home for your dinner, straight home, no hanging about talking to impudent lads.’


Mary tossed her head and walked into the lobby, followed by Cathy and her mother, just as their father came downstairs.


‘Off already,’ he said smiling, ‘and here’s me, only just getting up.’


‘You need your lie in on a Sunday, the hours you work,’ said Sally. ‘Mary’s taking the skirt I made for our Emily, and Cathy’s going to help Mrs Mal along to Mass.’


As Lawrie Ward bent to kiss the girls, the likeness between him and ten-year-old Cathy was striking. Both had dark curly hair and brown eyes, and the same humorous quirk to the lips. But whereas Cathy’s hair hung in a shining plait, Lawrie’s, although still thick, was streaked with grey.


He turned to Mary. ‘I’m almost afraid to kiss you, you’re looking so beautiful this morning, Miss Ward,’ he said. Both girls giggled, but Sally clicked her tongue and shook her head reprovingly. He winked at Sally and opened the front door.


‘Ta ra then, girls,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Off you go and astound the population.’ They walked away smiling, Mary carrying the skirt and Cathy a covered basket, but as soon as they were away from the house Mary burst out: ‘Did you hear Mam? She hates anyone to praise me. She’s always picking on me lately.’


‘I suppose she’s afraid you’ll get a swelled head,’ Cathy said with sisterly frankness.


‘Small fear of that in our house. And making me come home for my dinner. What’ll I say if Aunt Emily asks me to stay?’


‘She won’t, ’cos Uncle Albert’s at home today. Anyway, it’ll be better for you to come home. You get such a little bit to eat there.’


‘Yes, but a maid brings it in,’ Mary said dreamily, ‘and all the glasses and dishes and things are so posh. I’d love to live in a house like that.’


‘I wouldn’t,’ Cathy said. ‘I like living in our house. I’d love their garden but I’d like to do it myself. I hate the crabby old gardener there.’


The late September day was bright and sunny, and the pavements were already thronged with people. Two young men who passed tipped their straw boaters to Mary and she turned away haughtily but with a pleased smile on her face.


‘Good job Mam didn’t see that,’ Cathy giggled.


‘She should have been in the shop on Friday,’ Mary said. ‘There was a man there waiting for his wife while she had a fitting, and he told Mr Carruthers that I was the prettiest girl he’d seen in Liverpool.’


‘Did he? What did Mr Carruthers say?’


‘He just bowed and smiled all smarmy at the man, but he turned round and gave me a dirty look and sent me off to the stockroom.’


‘Why? Why was he annoyed?’ asked Cathy.


‘Because Miss Benson heard the man, and old Carry has a tendresse for her.’


‘A what?’


‘A tendresse. It’s French. It means he’s soft on her. I heard one of the milliners say it,’ Mary said. Cathy gazed at her admiringly, feeling proud that her sister was so clever as well as beautiful.


At Shaw Street they parted, Mary walking away to catch the tram to Aigburth, and Cathy going down William Henry Street to Gell Street where Mrs Malloy’s house was, and where the Ward family had lived as her next-door neighbours until Mary was four years old.


The front door of Mrs Malloy’s house opened into the living room-kitchen, and when Cathy lifted the latch and stepped in Mrs Mal was tipping up the big black kettle that stood beside the fire, and pouring boiling water into a teapot.


‘I seen ye coming round the corner, child, so I wet the tea for a cup before we go,’ she said. Cathy put the basket on the table.


‘Are you feeling better this morning, Mrs Mal?’


‘I am, thank God. I’ve been moving about, getting the ould legs in working order,’ Mrs Malloy said, putting the teapot on the hob, and taking the white cover from the basket.


‘Ah now, isn’t your mam kindness itself to me, girlie?’ she went on, as she took out a jug of soup, a ham shank and a crusty loaf. She hobbled to the corner cupboard to put the food away while Cathy set out cups and saucers and poured out the tea.


‘Our Mary’s gone to take the skirt Mam made for Aunt Emily,’ she said. ‘D’you know what, Mrs Mal? A man told the floorwalker in Denby’s that Mary was the prettiest girl he’d seen in Liverpool.’


‘Did he now? Sure, she’ll never get tired of that class of talk, but she’s maybe too pretty for her own good,’ said Mrs Malloy, draining her teacup and picking up her shawl. ‘We’d best be off right away, child, to give us plenty of time to get a seat.’


They set off, Mrs Malloy hobbling along, supporting herself with a stick on one side and a firm grip on Cathy’s arm on the other.


‘You’re growing tall, child,’ she gasped. ‘Or maybe it’s me growing downward like the cow’s tail.’ Cathy was relieved when they reached the porch of Saint Francis Xavier’s and they could pause while Mrs Malloy regained her breath and drew her shawl over her head. The church was crowded, but they found seats under the organ loft.


Cathy’s love of beauty, nurtured by her parents but starved in the bleak classrooms and drab streets of Liverpool, was richly fed by the magnificence of the church. The elaborately carved altar was almost hidden by masses of flowers and ablaze with many candles.


On the stroke of eleven the door of the Sacristy opened and a priest robed in rich vestments moved to the altar, preceded by altar boys carrying a crucifix and candles, and followed by others, walking two by two, wearing red cassocks and stiffly starched white surplices.


Cathy sat entranced, listening to the glorious singing of the choir and watching the elaborate ritual of the Mass. Unusually for the Liverpool of 1906, riven by religious differences, her parents followed no formal religion but were broadminded enough to allow Cathy to attend Mass, to help their old friend and neighbour, Mrs Malloy.


When it was over Cathy and Mrs Mal waited for the crowds to disperse before moving, but one member of the congregation stayed to help them.


‘I’ll be grand when I get me legs goin’,’ Mrs Malloy gasped as they struggled along. ‘I stiffen up, d’ye see, when I sit for long.’


‘Wasn’t it a beautiful sermon?’ the woman said. ‘It’s a pity you can’t get along in the evening, to see the new electric light in the church. The only thing is, it really shows up the dirt on the ceilings.’


‘Ah well, sure there’s drawbacks to everything,’ said Mrs Malloy. ‘I don’t think I’ll be seeing either the new lights or the dirt, the way I am now.’


The woman left them at the end of Gell Street, and when they reached Mrs Mal’s house she sank thankfully into her chair.


‘I think I’ve shot me bolt, child,’ she gasped. ‘I’ll not manage that again.’ Cathy brought her a cup of water.


‘Mam says the parlour’s ready for you whenever you want it, Mrs Mal,’ she said. ‘You could come and live with us now.’


‘Aye, and thankful I am to know it, child. I was hoping I’d carry on here a bit longer, to give your mam a bit of a break after the years she was looking after your grandad in that self same parlour but I think I’m done, and the winter not on me yet.’


‘But it was different with Grandad,’ Cathy protested. ‘Mam says you’ll be company for her.’


‘God bless her,’ said Mrs Malloy, handing the cup back to Cathy. ‘Sure this has knocked all the breath outa me. I’m not able for even me Mass any more.’


‘Will you miss the sermons?’ Cathy asked.


‘Some of them. Father Nicholson now is a good preacher, but most of them are too clever for the likes of me. I mind one priest was here the year the river froze, ’81 that’d be – Father Hopkins. He’d get up in the pulpit and as God’s me judge, Cathy, I’d be as wise when he finished as when he started. A terrible squeaky voice on him too. He was standing in Langsdale Street one time and I said goodday and dropped me curtsey, and sure he never took his eyes off the gutter. He must ’a heard me for he took off his top hat and stood there bareheaded, staring at some ould stones. He took not a bit of notice of what went on around him, yet I heard he was reckoned to be very clever, and didn’t he do his best anyhow in the service of God.’


Cathy little thought on that September morning of 1906, how often in later years her children and grandchildren would ask her to repeat the words of the old lady who knew the poet, Father Gerard Manley Hopkins, and only thought of him as a man ‘who did his best in the service of God’.


Mary left the tram at Aigburth and walked to her uncle’s mansion. It was set in extensive gardens near the river. She stopped at the gate to settle her hat more firmly and to wipe the dust from her boots before walking up the gravelled drive which curved round the front of the house. The maid who took her hat and jacket ushered her into the drawing room where her aunt and uncle were sitting.


Mary disliked the smell and feel of her uncle’s moustache against her lips as he came forward and kissed her, but she gave no sign of it as she smiled and turned to kiss her aunt’s thin cheek.


‘How are you today, Aunt Emily?’ she asked.


‘Better, love, much better,’ Emily replied. ‘It’s very warm today though, and a long walk for you I’m afraid.’


‘I got the tram most of the way.’ But Albert said heartily, ‘Far enough though, far enough, even for your young legs.’


He poured a small glass of wine and water for Mary and she sat sipping it and nibbling a biscuit, wishing that the girls in Denby’s could see her. She often talked about her rich uncle but she knew that not all the girls believed her. She had even heard one of the girls say that she was ‘romancing again’, when she talked of the box factory her uncle owned in Islington and his mansion at Aigburth.


She had put down the parcel beside her aunt, and Emily opened it and exclaimed in delight at the skirt.


‘It’s beautiful, Mary,’ she said. ‘Your mam’s so clever with her needle. It’s a pity you don’t care for sewing, love.’


‘I like clothes but I don’t like making them,’ Mary said, ‘Cathy’s more fond of sewing then I am.’


It was impossible for Mary to be in the company of any man, even a stout, elderly one like her Uncle Albert, and refrain from practising her feminine wiles on him. Now she smiled coquettishly at Albert from under lowered eyelids and he preened himself, stroking his bushy moustache and smirking self-consciously.


‘Shall we have a turn round the garden?’ he said. ‘It’s looking well just now.’ Emily drew her silk shawl around her but he said quickly, ‘No. It’ll be too warm for you, Emily. You’d best put your feet up and have a little rest.’


She sighed, but lay back obediently on the sofa while Albert and Mary went out, his thick arm lying heavily on her shoulders. She admired the weedless beds and the clipped hedges, but she was even more impressed by the orchard where all the trees were heavy with fruit. Albert picked two pears from one of the trees and bestowed them on her with a flourish.


‘Give one to your little sister,’ he said benevolently. ‘They’re just ripe and really juicy.’


Later they went back to the house and Emily looked with concern at Mary’s flushed face.


‘You need a cool drink, love,’ she said. ‘Albert, should I ring for lemonade?’


‘Just a glass of water please, Auntie,’ Mary said quickly, and when the jug of water came Albert poured a glass of water for himself also and stood sipping it and jingling the keys in his pocket.


‘Tell your mother, Mary,’ he said suddenly, ‘that I’ll set your Aunt Emily down at your house on Wednesday on my way to the works, and collect her on my way home.’


‘That’s if Wednesday suits your mam, love,’ Emily said.


‘Well, if it doesn’t she can easy send a lad down with a message or walk down herself to the works. It’s only ten minutes’ walk from Egremont Street to my place,’ Albert snapped.


‘I’m sure it will be all right, Aunt Emily,’ Mary said with a challenging look at her uncle. ‘Mam will enjoy the day with you.’ She left a little later and as he kissed her goodbye Albert pressed sixpence into her hand.


‘Our little secret,’ he whispered, and Mary smiled demurely.


She reached home before Cathy, and put the two pears down beside her mother.


‘Uncle Albert sent these,’ she said.


‘Could he spare them?’ Sally said acidly. Mary laughed.


‘There were hundreds on the trees, and apples too, but he handed me these like they were the Crown Jewels.’


‘Lay the table,’ Sally said, seeming to regret speaking frankly to Mary about her elders, but the girl went on undeterred, ‘He announced he’d bring Aunt Emily here on Wednesday for the day, but Aunt Emily said only if it suited you.’


‘Of course it’ll suit me. Does she look any better?’ Sally said anxiously.


‘She said she felt better,’ Mary said, ‘but she looks so thin and weak.’


‘I’m glad she’s coming here on Wednesday. The change will do her good.’


Lawrie put down his newspaper. ‘A proper dinner will do her even more good,’ he said, but Sally glanced at him warningly and walked into the back kitchen. He followed her.


‘It’s the truth, Sal, that’s what she needs. I can’t understand them, with the money they’ve got, living on the smell of an oily rag.’


‘It’s not our Emily’s fault, it’s his. He’s so tight-fisted and she’s not well enough to stand up for herself. I don’t know how he keeps so fat, though.’


‘No mystery there, love. He does himself well in some chop house at dinner time, but it’s Emily that needs the building up with plenty of good food.’


‘I’ll see she gets it on Wednesday anyway,’ Sally said with a sigh. ‘My poor Emily. Nothing goes right for her.’


A few minutes later Cathy arrived home.


‘How was Mrs Mal?’ Sally asked.


‘Her legs were bad and we had a job to get home,’ Cathy said. ‘I asked why she didn’t come to live here like you want her to.’


‘I wish she would,’ Sally said. ‘It worries me to death to think of her struggling along on her own there. Did you make sure she was all right before you left her?’


Cathy nodded. ‘Yes Mam. I heated up the soup and cut some bread and ham, and made a pot of tea.’


‘That’s a good girl. What did she say when you said about coming here?’


‘She said she wanted to wait a bit to give you a break after looking after Grandad until last winter, but she said she was done and she wouldn’t get to Mass again.’


Sally and Lawrie looked at each other. ‘I thought that was what was holding her back,’ said Sally. ‘Should we take a walk down to see her this evening, Lol?’


‘Aye, I think the time’s right, love,’ he said. ‘And we won’t take no for an answer this time, seeing as that’s the reason she’s put us off before.’


‘Yes, we’ll get her settled in here before the winter,’ Sally agreed.




Chapter Two


Mrs Malloy’s move from Gell Street to the parlour of the Wards’ house in Egremont Street was quickly accomplished, and the old lady declared that she had never known such comfort. She was unable to climb stairs so her bed stood against the wall behind the door, and her rocking chair and other treasured pieces of furniture filled the room. A bright fire, constantly replenished, burned in the grate and helped to ease her rheumatism. Although she spent much of her time in Sally’s kitchen, her own room was always warm and ready for her return. She enjoyed entertaining the family or an old friend there.


Sally had arranged for the priests from Saint Francis Xavier’s to visit the old lady, much to the disgust of the cantankerous widow, Mrs Kilgannon, who lived next door.


‘Bad enough taking a pape into yer house,’ she grumbled, ‘without having them here as well. Yer’ll bring bad luck on the street.’ Sally ignored her and was repaid by Mrs Malloy’s pleasure in still being in touch with her church.


Cathy was delighted to have Mrs Mal living with them. The old lady and the quiet little girl had always been good friends and as the months passed they grew ever closer. Cathy loved to hear tales of the days when her family and Mrs Malloy had been neighbours in Gell Street, and she spent many happy hours sitting on a stool beside the rocking chair, listening entranced to the old lady’s reminiscences.


‘Ye’ll only remember your grandad as a sick man lying in this very parlour,’ Mrs Malloy said one day, ‘but when I knew him first he was a fine young man, and his wife, poor Julie, Lord ha’ mercy on her, she was as blithe as a bird.’


‘She died when Aunt Emily was a baby, didn’t she?’ Cathy prompted.


‘Aye, and your mam only a girl of twelve, but she brought up Emily and her two young brothers. She was a grand little mother to all of them, but Emily was ever the core of her heart.’


‘Mam told us how her two brothers died at the same time and were buried together,’ Cathy said. ‘It must have been awful for her.’


‘Within hours of each other,’ the old lady agreed. ‘And them only lads of ten and fourteen. But your mam was more heartbroken about losing Emily at the same time. Taken away from her by them stuck-up relations from Ormesdale after she’d reared the child for five years very near.’


‘Mam told us about that when the letter came about Aunt Emily getting married and coming to live in Aigburth. She said that’s what she’d always wanted for Emily when she was a baby.’


‘Ah, poor Emily,’ Mrs Malloy sighed. ‘Sure she never knew a happy day from when she left Gell Street, although her da did it all for the best.’


Cathy was amazed.


‘But she’s happy now, Mrs Mal,’ she said. ‘That great big house, and servants, and lovely clothes. Even their own carriage.’


‘Indeed—’ began Mrs Malloy, then she checked herself and said only, ‘Strange how things work out, child, and not always the way we expect.’


‘Mary would like to live in a house like Aunt Emily’s, and be a lady,’ Cathy said. ‘She hates it when we go down Great Homer Street, but I love it.’


‘So did I, girlie, especially on a Saturday night.’


‘Yes, all the crowds,’ Cathy said eagerly. ‘And the jokes, and the men codding people while they sell the meat off cheap.’


‘It’s as good as many a turn on the Music Hall,’ Mrs Malloy said. ‘And I’ve many a time had a piece of meat for threepence would have cost me a shilling earlier on.’


‘We get better meat if me and Mary do the shopping when Mam’s got a lot of sewing,’ Cathy said, ‘because the men always joke with Mary and say things like, “This’ll put a skin on yer like velvet” or “This’ll make your eyes shine even brighter, girl.” All the women laugh but Mary gets annoyed.’


‘It’s a wonder now that class of talk doesn’t suit her,’ said Mrs Malloy.


‘She says she doesn’t want common men talking to her like that,’ Cathy explained.


‘It’s a pity about her. She’ll eat the meat fast enough,’ Mrs Malloy sniffed. ‘Don’t you get them notions now, Cathy.’


‘I wouldn’t get the chance,’ Cathy said wistfully. ‘They only shout to Mary because she’s so beautiful.’


‘Don’t be putting yourself down now, child. You’re a nice-looking girl yourself though maybe not so striking-looking as Mary, and not so bold neither. Handsome is as handsome does, as the ould woman said when she killed the cow.’


Cathy’s favourite tale was of the first time her father and mother met. Mrs Malloy never seemed to tire of repeating it.


‘Your dad had been a seaman,’ she said, ‘but he’d left the sea to work on the building, and him and Paddy Ryan – you remember Paddy, child? – came to lodge with me. I was seeing them out of the house the very first day to go for a pint, when your mam walked down the street.’


Mrs Malloy always paused dramatically at this point, then went on. ‘I declare to God, child, they stood looking at each other as if they’d been struck by lightning.’


‘And they got married soon after, didn’t they?’


‘As soon as your grandad would let them, but sure I soon talked him into it. I could always manage Matt, but I never put in me oar where it wasn’t wanted, girlie.’


The tales were told and re-told almost word for word, but Cathy always enjoyed hearing them, and they made her parents and her Aunt Emily endlessly interesting to her. The days passed happily for Mrs Malloy, and Sally and Lawrie did all they could to make her comfortable and to ease the pain of her rheumatism.


One night Lawrie brought home a bottle of embrocation which had been given to him at a farmhouse where he had delivered some goods from the railway. Sally rubbed it vigorously into Mrs Malloy’s legs, but within a short time she was as vigorously trying to rub it off again.


‘Are you sure it wasn’t the horses was rubbed with it, Lawrie?’ the old lady gasped. ‘Sure I feel as though me legs’ll drop off. They’re on fire.’


Other gifts he brought home were more welcome. Sometimes an ounce of snuff or a bag of cough candy, and once a bagful of goose feathers to make a soft pillow for her.


‘Ye’ll never be a penny above a beggar, lad,’ the old lady scolded him, but her eyes were soft. Sally felt that she could speak freely to Mrs Malloy about any worries within the family, knowing that the wise old lady who loved all of them could always give her shrewd advice and comfort.


‘Don’t be always worrying now, Sally,’ Mrs Mal said to her one day. ‘Haven’t you the best of husbands in steady work, and the two girls growing up strong and healthy, thanks be to God.’


‘But Mary’s so vain and flighty, Mrs Mal, and Cathy’s in a dream world half the time, and takes things to heart so much. I’m afraid she’ll get hurt, and Mary’ll come to a bad end.’


‘Don’t be foolish, girl! There’s no harm in Mary, only she’s maybe too pretty for her own good, and Cathy’ll grow out of the daydreaming.’


‘I worry about Lawrie too, Mrs Mal,’ Sally said. ‘The hours are long at the goods yard and the pay’s poor. Still, at least it’s a steady job. The railway never sacks a man except for misconduct.’


‘Then what are you worrying about? Isn’t Lawrie a sober, well-behaved man and a grand worker? Sure, he cares more for them horses than he does for himself.’


‘If he’d only keep away from these agitators! He’s so easygoing as a rule, but when he starts about injustice and all getting together to make things better, he’s a different man. I’m afraid he’ll get a name as a troublemaker.’


‘Doesn’t he do right to try to help them as can’t help themselves, Sally? Sure you’re very comfortable now with Lawrie and Mary working and your own bit from the sewing, but you know well, girl, there’s many in Liverpool live and die hungry. Poor widder women and their children and them that are too sick or too old to work – they’re the ones the lad worries about. More credit to Lawrie that he doesn’t sit back now he’s all right himself.’


Sally was toasting bread at the fire. She stood up, red-faced, and not only with the heat of the fire.


‘Do you think I’m selfish, talking like this, Mrs Mal?’


‘Not at all, girl. You’ve had hard times and it’s only natural that you’ll worry. I know it’s always in your mind about Lawrie losing his job that time for trying to stand up for that poor feller, but he’s not one on his own now, girl.’


‘If he’d only stick to just helping in the Boys’ Club, mending the boots and going round with the soup wagon at night, but he wants to cure the world singlehanded.’


‘Ah well, he was ever too soft-hearted for his own good. Giving away his few pence to the first poor child he saw, and even his carry out, God bless him.’


‘We’ve had many a row about that,’ Sally said with a smile. ‘It’s a good thing I’m more hard-hearted or we’d have nothing left.’


‘Aye, very hard-hearted,’ Mrs Malloy said drily. ‘That’s why you cared for your poor da all the years he lay ill, and why you’ve brought me here now.’


Sally had buttered the toast, and now she put a plateful and a cup of tea down beside Mrs Malloy and sat down opposite to her.


‘You know we all enjoy having you here. I don’t know how I managed without you here to talk to.’


‘Well, a trouble shared is a trouble halved, they say, but you’ve little enough to trouble you now, girl.’


‘I know,’ said Sally. ‘Even Lawrie says that things should get better with the men who’re in Parliament now.’


‘And so they will, child, but these things don’t happen by themselves. There have to be the likes of Lawrie who see the misery around them and speak up to get things done about it. Sure, the rich don’t know how the poor live any more than we know about them.’


‘He’s always ready to speak up, all right,’ Sally said grimly. ‘He was made up when the Clearing House opened so the dockers could draw their wages in one place instead of tramping the length of the docks for half a day’s pay here and half a day there, but he can’t leave well alone. Now he’s going on about the dockers having to stand in pens like cattle to be picked out for work.’


‘Aye, it’s a disgrace so it is,’ Mrs Malloy said vaguely.


Sally poured another cup of tea for her. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve tired you out going on about my worries,’ she said penitently. ‘No wonder you say I’m a born worrier.’


‘You’re as God made you and so is Lawrie,’ the old lady said placidly. ‘That’s why you fit so well together.’


Although Mrs Malloy had dismissed her worry about Mary, Sally was still uneasy about her eldest daughter. Mary spent as little time as possible at home. She would do the household tasks she was given as rapidly as possible after she returned from work or on Sundays, then escape to spend her time with her numerous friends, many of whom were unknown to her mother.


‘Why do you always go to other houses?’ Sally said. ‘I want you to bring your friends here, so I’ll know who you’re with.’


‘But, Mam, we’ve got no parlour,’ Mary said, opening her blue eyes wide. ‘If I could use the parlour I’d stay home and take my friends in there, but you know you don’t want people in the kitchen when you’re sewing, and Dad wants a bit of quiet when he gets home from work.’


Sally could only sigh and warn her to be home early. Although Mary was fond of Mrs Malloy, she saw less of her than did the rest of the family, and was always careful not to try out what her mother called her ‘airs and graces’ under the old lady’s ironic gaze.


From Cathy’s point of view the only drawback to having Mrs Malloy living with them, was that now she was sometimes expected to accompany Mary on her visits to The Grange, the home of their aunt and uncle. She never felt at ease in the large over-furnished house, or in the presence of her Uncle Albert, a portly, red-faced man much older than her Aunt Emily, who was his second wife. He had a hearty manner which embarrassed Cathy, but fortunately he paid little attention to her as Mary seemed to be his favourite. Cathy usually stayed with her aunt while he took Mary around the garden or hothouses.


Cathy always watched admiringly while Mary sipped a glass of wine and water, sitting gracefully on a plush-covered chair, her back straight and her voice low as she talked to her aunt and uncle. She’s a real lady, Cathy thought admiringly. She belongs in a house like this. She’s not a bit shy or embarrassed like I am.


Although so young, Mary seemed to know instinctively how to charm. The combination of her beauty and the glances from her blue eyes – flirtatious and provocative for young men, demure and sidelong glances for their elders – seemed to enslave every man she met. Uncle Albert was completely under her spell. Cathy would watch in amazement as her uncle recklessly poured wine and water for Mary and his wife, and ordered more lemonade for the younger girl, although his meanness was a byword in the family.


‘He’d skin a flea for its hide, so he would,’ Mrs Malloy said, but he was a different man in the presence of Mary.


Mary’s behaviour was closely watched and criticised by the neighbours, who were jealous of the way she outshone their own daughters. They told each other that she would come to a bad end, but none of them watched Mary as closely as their next-door neighbour, Mrs Kilgannon, and she was the only one who dared to speak to Sally about her.


She waited until Sally was scrubbing the step one morning and then came out and stood leaning on the railings which separated the two houses.


‘I seen your Mary larkin’ about with a gang of lads in Brunswick Road last night,’ she began. ‘And she’s been seen with three different lads this week. It’s no wonder she’s gettin’ herself a bad name.’


Before she could say any more, Mrs Malloy came hobbling down the lobby like an avenging angel.


‘You dirty, foul-mouthed ould bitch!’ she said. ‘You’re not fit to lick the boots of anyone in this house, and you’ve the impudence to lay your dirty tongue on them. I heard you yesterday – you and the creature from across the road.’ She disregarded Mrs Kilgannon’s squeals of protest and swept on.


‘Mary’s a good girl, and well you know it. It’s a pity you can’t say the same about your own ugly lumps of girls that had to trick lads into marrying them. And what about yourself and the ould feller you’ve got tucked away upstairs?’


Mrs Kilgannon’s face was purple and she was gasping for breath, but Mrs Malloy turned away from her and said to Sally, ‘Leave the step, girl, and come inside away from the creature. Sure ye can’t touch pitch and not be defiled.’


She went back along the lobby and Sally picked up her bucket and followed, leaving Mrs Kilgannon clutching the railings and gasping like a stranded whale.


Mrs Malloy looked ruefully at Sally when they reached the kitchen.


‘Me tongue ran away with me there, girl,’ she said, ‘but I was that mad! I heard her and the other one giving out about Mary yesterday outside the parlour winder, but by the time I got out they’d cleared off. I was going to tackle her the first chance I got, and when I heard her with you me blood just boiled.’


Sally’s face was white and her hands trembled as she moved the kettle over the fire. ‘I’ll make a cup of tea,’ she said quietly.


‘I’ve upset you now, girl, and I wouldn’t do that for the world,’ Mrs Malloy said, but Sally shook her head.


‘No, it wasn’t you, Mrs Mal. I’m glad you tackled her, but it was just a bit of a shock to hear it right out about our Mary. Mind you, I guessed there’d be some talk about her.’


‘And what if there is? It was a true word I said, girl. They’re only jealous.’


‘If only she’d be straight with me, though. I know she’s bound to be getting interested in boys, and I wouldn’t mind if I knew who they were, but she’s so hardfaced. I know she’s telling me lies about where she’s been but she’ll stand there and brazen it out.’


‘Don’t be worrying now, girl. She’s pretty and the lads are bound to be eyeing her, but she’s a good girl and she’s been well reared. She’ll come to no harm and will soon grow out of her skittish ways.’


Sally said no more, but she was not convinced. When Mary came home from work, she said firmly, ‘You can stay in tonight, and in future I’m going to know where you are and who you’re with. I’m not having people telling me you’re carrying on in the street when you’re supposed to be in Bella’s or Janie’s house. You’ll be getting yourself a bad name.’


‘It’s not fair!’ Mary said with a toss of her head. ‘I’ve had a terrible day at work and I was looking forward to going to Janie’s to help her to trim a hat. It’s not my fault if people tell lies about me.’


Sally took her meal from the oven and banged it down on the table.


‘It’s a pity you ever moved from the china department in Denby’s. Working with those girls in the dress department has gone to your head.’


‘I thought you liked me working in the dress department,’ Mary said sulkily, ‘You said you were pleased when I got the chance to move.’


‘I didn’t know then that you were going to turn out so vain and flighty. For two pins I’d go and ask for you to be moved back.’


Mary thought it wiser to say nothing, but later when she joined Cathy in bed she whispered angrily, ‘Did you hear Mam carrying on? Nothing but sermons, sermons, sermons in this house.’


‘I think Mrs Killy was telling tales about you,’ Cathy whispered in reply. ‘Josie told me her mother said Mrs Killy came out when Mam was doing the step and started talking to her, then Mrs Mal came out and she gave Mrs Kilgannon an awful telling off.’


‘About time somebody did,’ Mary said. ‘Mam just listens to people like that and believes them.’


Cathy giggled. ‘Josie said after Mrs Malloy and Mam went in, Mrs Killy shouted across to her mam, “Did you hear what that dirty pape said? She said I was carrying on with old Sam just because he has me back bedroom.” All the neighbours were laughing, Josie said.’


‘Imagine it,’ Mary whispered. ‘Old Sam! Three hairs on his head and two on his chin.’ They began to giggle uncontrollably, stuffing the sheet in their mouths to muffle the noise, but a little later Mary returned to her grievance.


‘I’m sick of the tittle tattle round here,’ she said. ‘I can’t wait to get away from it. I wish I could live at The Grange.’


Cathy was astonished. ‘You mean – leave Mam and Dad, and live with Aunt Emily?’


‘No. I mean a house like The Grange, in a posh neighbourhood. I just hate living round here. I’d do anything, anything to get away, Cath.’


‘Perhaps they won’t say anything else now in case Mrs Mal starts on them,’ Cathy said, but there was no reply.


They lay in silence for a while before Mary said suddenly, ‘The only way is to marry a rich man, and that’s what I’ll do as soon as I’m old enough.’


‘Will you?’ Cathy murmured sleepily. ‘Don’t go too far away though, will you?’


‘You can come and stay with me,’ Mary promised, before snuggling up to her and falling asleep.


Lawrie was on late duty. When he finally came home Sally poured out the tale to him. He shouted with laughter when he heard of Mrs Malloy’s rout of Mrs Kilgannon, and Sally smiled with him. Then she said quietly, ‘It’s all right laughing, Lawrie, but it worries me to death to think of our Mary larking about with lads, making herself cheap, and filling the neighbours’ mouths too.’


‘Don’t worry about them,’ Lawrie said. ‘If they’re talking about us, they’re leaving someone else alone. But if our Mary is getting interested in lads, you’d better have a talk to her, love. She’s too innocent to know the dangers.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ Sally said grimly. ‘She’s been interested in lads since she was twelve but maybe it’s different now she’s turned sixteen. I’ll talk to her anyhow, but I think the same one could tell me more than I know myself!’


Mary had been alarmed by her mother’s threat of having her moved from the dress department at Denby’s. She enjoyed working among the beautiful clothes, especially as she was now sometimes told to model dresses so that customers could decide whether they wished for some alteration in a bodice or in the hang of a skirt. She enjoyed the admiring glances of the men who accompanied their wives or lady friends to the department, although she knew that she would never see these people outside the shop.


She raged to her friends about the injustice of rich girls wearing the beautiful clothes which she knew looked so much better on herself.


‘She’ll make it look like a sack,’ she told Janie when they discussed a dress her friend had helped to make in the workroom and Mary had modelled. ‘She’s got a face like a pudding and a figure like a sack of spuds.’


‘But she’s got money,’ Janie said shrewdly, ‘that’s why she’s got that nice-looking feller tagging after her.’


‘It’s not fair,’ Mary raged. ‘When I think what I could do with those clothes or that money I could go mad! Why should some people have all the money and others nothing? Look at my mother slaving away, and my aunt just sitting in that posh house being waited on.’


‘It’s just chance,’ Janie said with a sigh. ‘We just happened to be born in this class and here we’ll stay, I suppose.’


‘I won’t,’ Mary declared. ‘I’ll get on. I’ll marry a rich man, just you wait and see.’


Meanwhile her mother had to be placated, and Mary arranged for Janie to call for her one evening, and to talk to her mother about the girls who met in her house to talk and to play the piano and have a sing song.


‘We like to walk out and get some fresh air after being in the shop all day, but it’s too cold these nights, isn’t it, Mary?’ Janie said guilelessly.


Sally had an uneasy feeling that she was being fooled but she stifled her doubts, glad to think that the tales about Mary were untrue.


Cathy knew the truth: that Mary and Janie entertained young men in the parlour while Janie’s father was out drinking and her mother working as a waitress, but she saw no harm in it, and in any case would never have betrayed Mary.


Mrs Kilgannon still peeped from behind her curtains when Emily visited her sister or people came for dressmaking fittings, and she still gossiped about Mary to other neighbours, but in the street she passed Sally with her head averted.


None of the other neighbours dared to carry tales, so Sally knew a period of peace and told herself that Mary had only been foolish and that her own lectures had convinced her and nipped the trouble in the bud.


Although Cathy had laughed about the incident with Mrs Kilgannon, the more she thought of it the more angry she became about the criticism. To her, Mary was perfect, and she was as indignant as Mrs Malloy at her sister’s being besmirched by the neighbours’ gossip.


Timid and shy though Cathy was, her anger was fierce when aroused, especially about anything concerning her family. She longed for a chance to defend Mary. Often she wove fantasies of approaching a group of gossiping neighbours and telling them that Mary was to be married to a rich and handsome young man who loved her because she was not only beautiful but good. She dreamt of Mrs Kilgannon being told that she must leave her house because she was not fit to live beside respectable neighbours like the Wards, and of their neighbour begging Cathy to intercede for her. Even to the little girl’s lively imagination this seemed unlikely, and all that she was able to do in fact was to ignore Mrs Kilgannon when she called her to run a message for her.


She was not sure that her mother would approve of this, but she told Mrs Malloy who was in complete agreement with her.


‘The cheek of the ould faggot, to be asking favours of anyone in this house!’ she said. ‘Let her see what we think of her.’ And Cathy felt that she had struck a blow for her beloved sister.




Chapter Three


The winter of 1908–9 was a trying one for Mrs Malloy. In spite of blazing fires, and a hot water bottle in her bed, and Lawrie’s careful plugging of draughty door and windows, the chill fingers of winter reached into the house and gripped the old lady.


It became impossible for her to hobble into Sally’s kitchen or down the yard to the lavatory and to her great distress she was compelled to use the commode which Sally placed by her bed. It was in vain for Sally to assure her that she thought nothing of attending to it, that she had performed even more personal duties for her father when he was ill, and that the day would come when she herself would need to be cared for by her daughters.


The independent old lady was far more distressed by her bodily helplessness than by the intense pain she suffered in her twisted limbs.


‘It’s degrading, so it is, girl, for you and for me,’ she wept, and Sally was unable to comfort her, but as with every situation time and repetition made it acceptable.


For a while Mrs Mal was still able to knit socks as she had always done, but when it became difficult for her to manage the four thin steel needles required, Lawrie managed to find a shop which sold bone needles. With these she could knit scarves for the family, but the day came when her fingers were too swollen and twisted even for that.


Cathy was distressed by her old friend’s suffering, and spent many hours in the parlour, reading a newspaper to Mrs Mal or talking about happenings at school or among the neighbours.


They had a similar sense of humour and would laugh together when Mrs Malloy made a salty comment on the news or Cathy mimicked a teacher or one of the neighbours.


Lawrie occasionally took the family to the theatre when he had worked a Sunday and had extra in his pay packet, and Cathy would go through all the acts the following day to amuse Mrs Malloy. Sally went into the parlour one day and found Cathy prancing up and down singing ‘Ta ra ra boom de ay’ and giving high kicks.


‘Cathy, you’re showing your drawers,’ she exclaimed, but when she realised that Mrs Malloy was awkwardly lifting the corner of her apron to wipe away tears of laughter she said no more.


Cathy had early learned to whistle, and soon she had an even more extensive repertoire than the errand boys who sang or whistled the latest tunes as they delivered orders on foot or by bicycle.


‘Isn’t she the living model of your mam, Lord ha’ mercy on her?’ Mrs Malloy said to Sally. ‘Always whistling and singing about the house, poor Julie was. “A whistling woman, a crowing hen, would frighten the devil outa his den” your Da used to say to her, but sure it was only his fun. Poor Matt. He missed that sound about the house when God took her from him.’


‘I remember Mam well,’ Sally said, ‘although I was only twelve when she died. Her lovely brown eyes and the way she was always laughing.’


‘Your Emily used to put me in mind of her too,’ Mrs Malloy said, ‘but God knows she’s different now.’


‘She is,’ Sally agreed sadly. ‘So thin and pale and no life in her somehow. Anyone but Albert would have had a doctor to her or taken her for a holiday, but he’s too mean.’


‘Never mind, girl, she gets good food and plenty of it when she comes to you of a Wednesday. And she enjoys the day so much it must do her good.’


‘Our Mary’s very fond of Emily. She’ll sit for hours talking to her, and she’s always ready to go to The Grange,’ said Sally. She laughed. ‘I think she’s trying to find out how to behave if she ever has a house like that.’


‘Stranger things have happened,’ said Mrs Malloy. ‘Have you seen anything of the quare one next door?’


‘Mrs Kilgannon?’ Sally said. ‘She was peeping from behind the curtains when Emily came on Wednesday, and she’s always snooping when people come for fittings, but I think she’s afraid to come out or say anything now in case you start on her.’


‘Ah, the days are gone, child,’ Mrs Malloy sighed, ‘when I could get out to tackle the likes of her. Still, I’ve had a good innings. When this trouble first came on me I couldn’t move a limb – d’you remember how Lawrie used to carry me in to see your poor da? And then it eased off for a while, thanks be to God.’


‘Perhaps it will again,’ Sally comforted her, ‘when we get this winter over and the better weather comes.’


‘Aye, maybe,’ was Mrs Malloy’s reply.


The priests from Saint Francis Xavier’s called occasionally to see Mrs Malloy, and one day when Cathy came home from school and rushed into the parlour to see her old friend, she found a Sister of Charity sitting with her.


Cathy had often seen the nun going about the neighbourhood on her work for the sick poor, and she had been fascinated by the large rosary hanging from the waist of the nun’s heavy skirt, and her stiffly starched white headdress.


The shape of the headdress and the stiff outward curving folds always made Cathy think of a swan being borne along, but she had never been close to a nun. Now she stood tongue-tied with shyness as Mrs Malloy beckoned her forward.


‘This is Cathy who I was telling you about, Sister. Hasn’t she been my treasure entirely these last months?’


The nun’s wrinkled face broke into a smile.


‘I’ve been hearing all about you, child. The help you’ve given Mrs Malloy to bear her affliction. God will reward you for your kindness.’


‘She’s put many a weary hour past for me, Sister. Sure the pain doesn’t trouble me while I can have a laugh with Cathy,’ Mrs Malloy said, taking the girl’s hand. The nun rose to her feet.


‘I’ll go and see that poor man in Brewster Street now that you have company, Mrs Malloy,’ she said. She patted Cathy’s cheek and drew up the large crucifix on the end of the rosary, holding it while Mrs Malloy bent forward and kissed it.


‘I’ll pray that your pain may be eased,’ the nun said gently, ‘and for these good people who care for you.’


‘Ah, Sister, don’t I thank God for them every hour of the day. Me with neither chick nor child that could have finished up in the Workhouse if it wasn’t for their goodness to me. Flesh and blood couldn’t have done more for me, and nothing too much trouble.’ Tears ran down her cheeks and Cathy suddenly found her voice.


‘You’ve been good to us too, Mrs Mal,’ she said shyly. ‘Mam says you’ve helped her all her life.’


‘I can see I leave you in good hands,’ the nun said. ‘Take care now. I’ll tell Bridie Daly you were asking about her.’


She moved from the room and Cathy went with her to open the front door, and to say goodbye. When she went back to the parlour Mrs Malloy had recovered. A moment later her mother came in.


‘I met Sister Martha in the street,’ she said. ‘Did you have a nice talk?’


‘We did,’ said Mrs Malloy. ‘And she said not to forget now, Sally, if you need any help you’ve only to send a message to her.’


‘She doesn’t know how independent you are,’ Sally said, smiling affectionately at the old lady. ‘I haven’t got enough to do for you, never mind needing help with nursing.’


She took a parcel of fish from her basket and gave it to Cathy.


‘Put it in the back kitchen and we’ll have the kettle on for a cup of tea,’ she said, so Cathy had no opportunity to talk to Mrs Malloy about the conversation with the nun. She remembered every word that Mrs Mal had said, however, and it was a great comfort to her in time to come.


The priest called to see Mrs Malloy a few weeks later, and it was arranged that on Easter Saturday he would bring Holy Communion to her.


Sally set out a small altar on the bamboo occasional table, and as Mrs Malloy directed she met the priest at the door with a lighted candle. She led him into the parlour then went out, closing the door behind her.


A little later the priest came into the lobby where Sally hovered. Mrs Malloy had warned Sally that he would have other visits to make and that he would not speak while he carried the Host so she inclined her head and the priest bowed, then she opened the door for him without a word.


When she went into the parlour, Mrs Malloy looked up with a smile.


‘Well now, that’s a great relief to me, girl,’ she said scraped me kettle and all.’ Sally looked mystified and the old lady laughed.


‘I made me Confession,’ she explained. ‘That was an old saying of me mother’s, Lord rest her. I’m ready now for when God calls me.’


Sally often wondered later if Mrs Malloy had experienced a premonition of her death. As they usually did now, the family sat round the parlour fire after the evening meal, talking to Mrs Malloy for a while before leaving her to rest while they made preparations for the next day. When Sally went in with her bedtime cocoa she found the old lady apparently peacefully asleep in her rocking chair, her rosary beads in her hand, but it was her last long sleep.


Shocked and grieved though they were the family could only be thankful that her last years had been as happy as they could make them, and that her end was a merciful one.


Years before, the independent old lady had given Sally a cocoa tin which contained the money for her funeral. Her long-dead husband had been buried in Ford Cemetery in the grave which had been bought with the money she received in compensation after he was killed at work. Lawrie arranged that she too should be buried there, after a Requiem Mass at St Francis Xavier’s.


Mary was not allowed time off for funerals so she went off to the shop on the morning of the funeral, secretly glad of the excuse to miss it.


Cathy, Sally, and Lawrie, the three who had loved the old lady the most, were the ones who followed her coffin to the church. They were amazed at the number of old people who were at the church to pay their last respects. The priest who had brought the Holy Communion to the house said the Mass, and he spoke with sincerity of Mrs Malloy’s courage and goodness, but it was the words of her old friends who were clustered in the porch to speak to the family who gave them most comfort.


‘She had the best of care with you, and she couldn’t speak highly enough of all you done for her,’ one old lady said. ‘But the rheumaticks crucified her and she’d be glad to go, God help her. There’ll be plenty waiting for her in Heaven.’ Many others spoke in the same way and of their belief that Mrs Malloy had gone to the reward in Heaven of a good life on earth, and in the expectation of meeting those who had gone before. In their words, Cathy could recognise the same simple faith which had been Mrs Malloy’s mainstay throughout her life.


It was a long drive to Ford Cemetery which lay in the countryside on the outskirts of Liverpool. Larks were singing above them as they stood at the graveside. Sally voiced the feeling they all had, that Mrs Malloy would rest in peace in this quiet place, close to the little Catholic chapel.


Sally found relief from her grief in hard physical work, and Mary was dismayed by the speed with which the parlour was transformed. Mrs Malloy’s rocking chair and bed were very gratefully accepted by one of her old friends, who lived in great poverty in a bare and comfortless attic room, and other small items went as mementoes to other friends.


Sally chose fresh bright wallpaper for the walls, the curtains were washed and the floor polished, and she took some of the money she had saved in the handless teapot on the mantelpiece and bought a sofa and two armchairs covered in green plush from a nephew of old Solly who kept the pawnbroker’s on the street corner.


‘I don’t know what all the rush is for,’ Mary grumbled to Cathy.


‘I think Mam is just taking her mind off Mrs Malloy,’ Cathy surmised, but Mary was not convinced.


‘She can’t wait to have me under her eye all the time,’ she said. ‘I suppose I’ll never get out now. She’s even ordered a piano from Crane’s, so she can hear us playing or singing and know exactly what we’re doing.’


‘I thought you’d like to have a nice parlour to bring people to,’ Cathy said. ‘And it’s really posh. I’m sure it’s much nicer than Janie’s.’


‘I know what it’ll be like here,’ Mary said, ‘with Mam on guard duty all the time. We can have fun in Janie’s – her mam and dad are always out so we can do what we like.’


‘What do you do?’ Cathy said innocently, and Mary hesitated.


‘We play parlour games,’ she said finally. She knew that Cathy would be shocked if she knew what followed the parlour games. The fumbling in the darkened room when the boys and girls paired off, the excitement of the boys’ kisses and their hands exploring her body, and her sense of power when the boy was roused and she refused to go any further. They called her a tease and said she was mean not to allow them to go all the way, as they declared some of the other girls did, but there was always someone willing to pair off with her and hope that they would be the one to break down her resistance.


‘But Mam would let you play parlour games here,’ Cathy said. ‘And she’d let you bring boys as well. I’m sure she knows you know boys, Mary. I don’t suppose she’d let me join in though, even if you didn’t mind,’ she added wistfully.


‘I’ll just have to work something out,’ Mary said vaguely. ‘Goodnight, Cath.’ She blew out the candle and they settled down to sleep.


Cathy was too full of grief for Mrs Malloy to be interested for long in Mary’s problems. Every morning when she woke the thought of Mrs Mal’s death came as a fresh shock to her, and during the day she was constantly reminded of it when for a moment she thought of telling her old friend something, and then realised that she would never see her again. Sometimes when her sorrow became unbearable she would weep bitterly but she felt that she received little sympathy.


Her mother, usually so understanding, had her own sorrow to bear, and she would tell Cathy that it was selfish to grieve for Mrs Malloy. ‘Remember how much she suffered, Cathy,’ she often said, ‘and that her end was peaceful, when she felt herself that she was ready for it.’ Sally talked as much to convince herself as her daughter but to Cathy she seemed hard and unfeeling.


If she waited until she was in bed to indulge in tears, Mary would say impatiently, ‘Oh, stop crying, Cathy. You’ll make your face all blotchy and your eyes will be all swollen tomorrow morning.’ The only place where Cathy felt free to give herself up to her bitter grief was in the lavatory at the bottom of the yard, where she could lean against the whitewashed wall and weep without restraint.


Although it was like probing an aching tooth, she was unable to resist thinking of various happy times she had spent with the old lady, and one day recalled a time when she had been taught some simple card games by Mrs Mal. Her father had come into the room and said with a laugh, ‘I didn’t know you were a card sharp.’


‘Ah, you don’t know the half of me, lad,’ Mrs Mal had chuckled. Now Cathy felt that she had not known the half of what Mrs Malloy had meant to her.


Gradually, with the resilience of youth, Cathy began to recover her cheerful spirit and to come to terms with her loss. She was unobtrusively helped by her father. He often brought her books from the secondhand bookstalls in St John’s Lane, and took her with him when he went out on Sundays. They would walk to the Landing Stage sometimes to see the ships in the River Mersey, and her father would tell her tales of his seafaring days, or they would stop to listen to the soap box orators at the Pier Head. Cathy enjoyed listening to the heckling by the crowd, and the way the speakers answered with wit and humour, and she was proud when her father asked a question one day and the speaker replied carefully and seriously as one thinking man to another.


The greatest help and comfort that Cathy received from her father came from a conversation they had one Sunday when they were out walking. Cathy had been suddenly overcome with tears earlier in the morning and as they walked along Lawrie said gently, ‘Don’t grieve too much for Mrs Mal, love. She’s finished with suffering now.’


‘I know, Dad. I’m really crying for myself, because I miss her so much,’ Cathy said truthfully.


‘Aye, well, that’s how it is when we lose someone. But y’know, love, although Mrs Mal put a brave face on it, the pain was getting worse and worse. Before long she’d have been completely helpless too, and you know how she’d have hated that, Cath. She was so independent.’


‘I know she was, Dad. She liked doing for people, she told me so. She hated to put anyone out.’


‘Yes, well, think of that when you get upset about her. I tell you what, Cath, if she saw you crying about her she’d be really annoyed with you. Just be glad we knew her, and we had her to tell us off for so long.’


Cathy laughed as her father had intended her to, and he began to talk of what she would do after she had left school.


The time was drawing near for Cathy to leave school but before she did so, something occurred which influenced her throughout her life.


She disliked her current teacher, Miss Mensor, who savagely punished the dirty and neglected girls in the class, but allowed clean, well-dressed girls to commit the same offences without reprimand.


‘I hate Miss Mensor,’ she told her father one night as she sat beside him while he ate his meal. ‘She always picks on poor girls. She gave Lizzie Clark six of the cane for talking, yet Isabella Buckly was talking quite loud and she didn’t tell her off even. Lizzie had a sore foot too.’


‘I suppose Isabella is from Buckly’s shop, and Lizzie is one of the poor girls,’ her father said.


‘Yes, she wears police clothes, and she told me she waits outside Tate and Lyle’s for the men coming off shift in case they have any butties left.’


She saw her parents glance at each other and remembered that Mrs Malloy had told her that her father used to give his carry out away to hungry children when he was nearly starving himself.


But her mother said reprovingly, ‘You shouldn’t criticise your teachers, Cathy. Remember they’re older than you, and that they’re set in authority over you.’


Cathy scowled. All very well, she thought, but what about poor Lizzie Clark, with her tangled hair and dirty face, hobbling back to her seat at the back of the class with tears in her eyes and her hands tucked beneath her arms to relieve the pain?


The following day at playtime she gave Lizzie half of the bread and jam she took to school, and Lizzie showed her her foot which was swollen and bleeding where it was rubbed by her heavy clogs, unprotected by stockings. Cathy’s friend Ellen pulled at her arm.


‘Come away from her,’ she urged. ‘She’s walking alive with bugs and fleas and yer mam’ll kill you if you catch sumpn off her.’ She spoke loudly and Cathy saw Lizzie cringe. She flung Ellen’s arm away.


‘Clear off, and mind your own business!’ she said furiously. Like many normally placid people her anger when aroused was fierce. Ellen said placatingly, ‘I didn’t mean no harm. You’re my friend, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, but I’ll talk to who I like,’ Cathy said. She recognised the olive branch, but she was still shaken by conflicting emotions: pity for Lizzie, anger at the injustice of her plight and the cruelty shown to her, and a vague feeling of baffled rage that she was helpless to change things.


She usually walked home with Ellen who lived a few doors away in Egremont Street, but at four o’clock she asked Lizzie to come home with her and let her mother bandage the foot.


Ellen flounced off in a huff. By the time the two girls reached the Wards’ house, Cathy supporting Lizzie who found it difficult to walk, her mother had been forewarned by Ellen.


‘This is Lizzie Clark, Mam,’ Cathy said breathlessly. Sally showed no surprise at the sight of the dirty, frightened child as she helped them into the back kitchen.


‘Sit down, Lizzie,’ she said, moving a kitchen chair forward. She drew in her breath when she took off the little girl’s clog and saw the bleeding flesh.


‘It must be very sore, love,’ she said gently. Lizzie nodded dumbly, staring wide-eyed round the neat back kitchen, at the pans and dishes arranged on shelves edged with fancy paper, the shining tap above the sink, and the gas ring on a cupboard.


‘Put that bowl on the floor, Cathy, and pour some cold water in it,’ Sally ordered. She went into the kitchen for the black kettle which purred beside the fire, then added hot water and a handful of borax to the bowl.


‘Put your foot in that water and let it soak, Lizzie. And Cathy, put the small kettle on the gas ring and make us a cup of tea.’


She washed her hands and brought out the box in which she kept strips of old sheeting for bandages, jars of ointment, cloves for toothache and various other remedies. Cathy made the tea and Sally cut thick slices of bread and spread them with dripping, then she washed Lizzie’s face and hands with a flannel.


‘Now, love, drink this tea and eat the dripping butties while your foot’s soaking,’ she said, arranging a mug of tea and a plateful of bread on the scrubbed board of the mangle beside Lizzie. ‘I’ll be back in a minute but I want Cathy to do a job for me.’ She drew Cathy into the lobby, leaving Lizzie to gulp down the tea and wolf down the bread in privacy.


‘There’s a pair of old boots on the bottom shelf of my bedroom cupboard,’ she said. ‘They’ll be a bit big for Lizzie but there’ll be room for the bandages. Run up and get them.’


She went back to Lizzie. ‘How long has your foot been like this, love?’


‘I dunno. It just got worser and worser,’ Lizzie said, looking up at her trustfully. Sally gently dabbed the foot dry, alarmed to see how much more inflamed the flesh looked without the covering of dirt, then she spread it with ointment and wrapped the strips of sheeting around it.


Cathy had come back with the boots and Sally opened the laces of one of them as far as they would go, and eased the boot over the bandaged foot.


‘Tell me if I’m hurting you, love,’ she said, but Lizzie shook her head. Sally loosely laced up the boot, then took a pair of knitted socks from the dresser drawer.


‘These socks shrunk in the wash and they’re too small for Cathy’s dad now,’ she said, drawing one of them on to Lizzie’s good foot and putting the boot on over it. ‘You can take the other one to change, because the boot’ll be too big otherwise.’


‘Yer mean – keep the boots an’ all when I go ’ome?’ Lizzie said eagerly.


‘Yes, love. Someone gave us a pair of boots once when we needed them and they made all the difference to us,’ said Sally.


Lizzie still looked doubtful and Sally smiled at her.


‘Some day, love, you’ll give someone a pair of boots when they need them. That’s how the world goes round.’ She washed her hands again and Lizzie watched her sadly.


‘Yer ’ave ter wash yer ’ands after yer’ve touched me,’ she said, but Sally shook her head.


‘No. I always wash my hands before I touch food. My mother was taught to do it when she was in good service, so she taught me and I’ve taught my girls to do the same.’


‘Like with the boots. Goin’ round and round,’ Lizzie said.


‘Like with the boots,’ Sally agreed with a smile. She cut another slice of bread and dripping and poured more tea for the two girls, then when they had finished eating she told Cathy to help Lizzie part of her way home, then come straight back.


‘Come again after school, Lizzie,’ she said. ‘I’ll do your foot each day until it’s better.’


Soon after the two girls left the house, Cathy realised that Lizzie was crying.


‘Is your foot hurting?’ she asked, but Lizzie shook her head, sniffing loudly.


‘I wish I lived in your ’ouse,’ she gulped. ‘Yer mam’s luvly.’ Cathy was silent, uncertain what to say, and when they had gone half way down William Henry Street, Lizzie pulled her arm away from Cathy’s.


‘Go back,’ she said. ‘I’m orlright now.’


‘All right. See you tomorrow,’ Cathy said, turning away immediately and running back home. A zinc bath stood on the rag rug before the fire, filled with steaming water.


‘Give me your clothes and get in the bath,’ her mother said briskly.


‘But why, Mam? It isn’t Saturday,’ Cathy protested.


‘Because I tell you to,’ Sally said. There’s a piece of carbolic soap there. Give yourself a good scrub.’ She took Cathy’s clothes into the backyard and hung them over the washing line, then went back to Cathy and vigorously rubbed sassafrass soap into her hair.


‘Not a word of this at school,’ she said.


‘I wouldn’t, Mam,’ Cathy said indignantly. ‘I came back right away when Lizzie told me to. I knew she didn’t want me to see where she lived.’


‘Poor child,’ her mother said.


‘She said she wished she lived here. She thinks I’m lucky,’ Cathy said.


‘Mm. Well, remember that the next time you grumble about going a message,’ Sally said.


Mary’s right, Cathy thought, there’s always a lecture. But she felt ashamed when she thought of her mother’s kindness to Lizzie. Her mother might have a sharp tongue, but she always behaved with tactful kindness to anyone in trouble.


Lizzie came again the following night to have her foot dressed and to eat a portion of rabbit pie, with slices of bread and dripping to carry home, but the next morning when Cathy approached her in the playground, she thrust her away.


‘Bugger off,’ she snarled. ‘Go on. I don’t want nothing to do with yer.’


‘But why –’ Cathy began, but Lizzie lunged at her. ‘Just bugger off, that’s all,’ she said. She was barefoot and the bandages on her left foot were wet and muddy, but she hobbled away.


After playtime Cathy went back to the classroom trembling with shock. Her hand shook as she tried to write to dictation so that she was one of those who received the cane for careless work, but even the pain in her hand could not distract her from her pain and bewilderment at Lizzie’s rejection of her.


When she went home at dinner time a woman had called with an order for mourning clothes, so Cathy was unable to talk to her mother about Lizzie, except to say that she would not be coming to have her foot dressed.


Sally only nodded abstractedly. Cathy went back to school determined to see Lizzie and find out how she had offended her, but as soon as the register had been called, Miss Mensor announced that the schools nurse had arrived. The girls went out to the nurse a row at a time, starting with the back row. As Lizzie limped out, Cathy could see that she looked ill, and the bandages on her foot were wet and even more dirty.


When it was Cathy’s turn she went into the staffroom which the nurse was using and lined up with four other girls to wait for the nurse to part their hair with two spatulas, then measure their height and examine their eyes and ears.


Ellen, who was next to Cathy, whispered triumphantly, ‘Look at Lizzie Clark. She’s with the lousy ones.’


Cathy peeped round at a cowed-looking group, many of them barefoot, who were huddled in the corner of the room. Lizzie was among them, standing with her head bent and her tangled hair hiding her face.


‘She’ll have all her hair cut off,’ Ellen whispered as they were marched back to the classroom by the monitors. ‘You see, she’ll be baldy tomorrow.’


‘She’ll still look better than you,’ Cathy flashed back.


‘I’ll never speak to you no more, Cathy Ward,’ Ellen said, and afterwards avoided her.


Cathy longed for four o’clock when she could confide in her mother, but when she reached home Sally was in the parlour measuring women for mourning clothes, and she only looked out and told Cathy to peel the potatoes. For the rest of the evening she was too busy to talk, and when Cathy tried to speak to Mary about Lizzie, Mary snapped, ‘I just hope you haven’t brought any vermin here. I’m fed up. I suppose Mam will leave the blouse she’s making for me to do this mourning order.’


Cathy found it impossible to stop thinking about Lizzie, and when she was absent from school the next day, worried even more about her. No one seemed to know anything about her, and Cathy was afraid to ask Miss Mensor.


Her mother was out at dinner time and again when Cathy reached home after school, but her father was asleep on the sofa after being on early shift.


He woke and sat up, and patted the sofa beside him.


‘Come and sit down and tell me what you’ve been doing today, love,’ he said, not appearing to notice Cathy’s woebegone expression. She sat down beside him, and he said casually, ‘How’s your friend with the sore foot?’


Cathy burst into tears, then in a torrent of words told him about the scene in the playground, the visit of the nurse, and Lizzie’s absence from school. He listened quietly, then drew her close to him.


‘Now don’t upset yourself any more,’ he said. ‘The nurse will have sent Lizzie to the Infirmary when she saw the state of her foot.’


‘But why did Lizzie turn on me like that?’ Cathy asked.


‘Because she didn’t want to tell you that her boots had been pawned,’ he said calmly. Cathy’s eyes widened.


‘Pawned!’ she exclaimed.


‘Of course. That’s why the police give out special clogs and clothes made from old police uniforms, so pawnbrokers won’t take them,’ he said.


‘I’m thick,’ Cathy said. ‘I never thought of that, Dad. I thought it was something I’d done.’ She was comforted, realising that she was not to blame for Lizzie’s outburst, but after a moment she said quietly, ‘Poor Lizzie. She was made up with the boots, and then she was ashamed to tell me as well as losing them. It’s not fair, is it, Dad?’


‘No, love, life’s not fair to girls like Lizzie.’


‘I mean, Miss Mensor picks on the dirty girls but it’s not their fault. Lizzie lives in one of those horrible courts near Greaty, and Ellen said her mam and dad are always drunk – I don’t know how she knows – but it’s not Lizzie’s fault, and it’s not our fault that we live in a nice house.’ She stopped, realising that her words were becoming muddled, but her father seemed to understand.


‘Aye, it’s what clever men call “an accident of birth”, Cath, although they’re talking about palaces rather than houses like this. But people in those courts should have the chance to have a decent house and live respectable lives. They haven’t got a chance the way things are, and they can’t help themselves.’


‘But who could, then?’ Cathy asked.


‘I don’t know, love,’ he said with a sigh. ‘I had high hopes of Lloyd George but I have me doubts now. If we could only get more working men into Parliament, that’d be the answer. They’d know what was needed and get it done. Clear those courts and build decent houses. Give men the chance to earn enough to keep their families. Look after the old people and the sick and widows with little children.’


Cathy’s eyes glowed. ‘That’s what that man at the Pier Head was saying, wasn’t it, Dad?’


‘Aye, and you heard the way he was heckled. Some people think poverty’s a sin, you see, Cath, but folks can’t help what they’re born into, and if they never see anything different, how can they change? You can’t blame them for boozing either when you think of the lives they live. Most people would lift themselves if they got the chance.’


He took out his pipe and said ruefully, ‘I’m on my hobby horse again, as your mam would say, but listen, chick, I’m glad you brought Lizzie here. I hope you’ll always keep a feeling heart, love, and try to help anyone in trouble.’


‘Like you do, Dad.’


‘I’ve tried, love, but it’s never made much difference. Still, I often think of what one of them fellows at the Pier Head said: that all the little bits of kindness we were able to do were like drops of water that together would form a mighty river to sweep away injustice. I think of that when I feel disheartened.’


He turned the talk to other topics, but Cathy always remembered his words about poverty and injustice. They sank into her mind and influenced her throughout her life.




Chapter Four


Mary still went to visit her aunt and uncle in Aigburth every Sunday, and after Mrs Malloy’s death Sally felt that it would distract Cathy’s mind from her loss if she accompanied Mary more often.


Cathy would have preferred to stay at home, or go out with her friends, but she was unwilling to hurt her mother’s feelings by telling her how much she disliked visiting The Grange, even to see Aunt Emily. She wished that she could be like Mary who always seemed at home there and loved the luxury of the house and being waited on by a maid.


Aunt Emily seemed ever more frail as time went on, and Cathy usually stayed with her as she rested on a sofa by an open window, while Mary walked round the extensive gardens with her uncle.


One very hot Sunday in the late summer of 1909, Cathy was sitting with her aunt while Mary and her Uncle Albert strolled round the garden.


‘Those roses smell lovely, don’t they, Aunt Emily?’ Cathy said, sniffing rapturously at the scent of the roses which grew beneath the window.


‘Yes, the heat brings out the fragrance,’ Emily said. ‘That’s only a small bed though, Cath. There’s a lot more further down the garden. Go and have a walk round, pet, and I’ll close my eyes for a few minutes.’


Cathy knew that old Simmonds, the gardener, was off on a Sunday and for a while she enjoyed wandering round the garden while he was safely out of the way. She strolled round the rose garden, and then through the orchard where the fruit was beginning to form on the branches, then to a small formal garden, enclosed by high hedges.


She stopped, frozen in shock. Albert and Mary sat on a seat by the hedge. Mary’s dress had been pulled down from her shoulders and Albert’s arm was around her, with his left hand cupping her breast. His other hand was beneath Mary’s skirt, which had been pulled up over her knees. Cathy’s horrified eyes darted to Mary’s face, expecting to see her opening her mouth to scream, but instead she was smiling up into Albert’s red and sweating face, and leaning close to him.


They were unaware of Cathy approaching, her steps silent on the grass, and she turned and fled to the far end of the orchard, whimpering with shock and horror. She stayed there, unaware of the passage of time, until the new maid, Myfanwy, came to look for her.


‘What is it, cariad?’ the girl said gently, as she looked at Cathy crouching by the tree, white-faced and trembling. ‘Did a bee sting you?’ Cathy shook her head. ‘Is it your monthly’s started,’ Myfanwy whispered, but when Cathy only looked at her dumbly the girl drew her to her feet and took her arm.


‘Come now. Your sister is waiting for you,’ she said gently, leading Cathy back to the house.


Albert and Mary had returned to the house and he was fussing about Mary’s gloves which had been mislaid. In the confusion Cathy managed to kiss her aunt then escape on to the path to wait for Mary, without going near him. She and Mary walked home without speaking. Mary seemed unaware of her sister’s silence as she walked along, humming to herself and glancing flirtatiously at any young man who passed.


When they reached home Mary rattled away to her mother about the new maid, and did full justice to the meal that was ready for them, but Cathy could only pick at her food although she drank several cups of tea. She told her mother that she had a headache and lay down on the sofa holding up a book to hide her face, while Mary disappeared upstairs to get ready to go out.


As soon as Mary had gone Cathy told her mother that she was tired and would go to bed. She felt that she must be alone to face the blow that had fallen on her. Her mother looked searchingly at her.


‘Are you all right, love?’ she asked, feeling Cathy’s forehead then taking her hand. ‘Why, your hand’s freezing and yet your forehead’s so hot! You’d better have a Dr Grey’s powder.’


Cathy obediently swallowed the powder in a spoonful of jam and went up to bed. A little later her mother came upstairs and tucked the bedclothes around her, then bent to kiss her goodnight. Cathy flung her arms around her mother’s neck.


‘What is it, love?’ she said, smoothing the child’s hair back from her forehead but Cathy said hastily, ‘Nothing, Mam. I just feel shivery, but I’ll be all right now I’m in bed.’


‘You might have caught a summer cold or eaten something that’s disagreed with you,’ her mother said. ‘Try to sleep now, pet, and you’ll feel better in the morning.’


She went away and Cathy lay curled up, staring at the wall. Better in the morning? she thought. I’ll never feel better. Hot tears ran down her face and wet the pillow as the scene in the garden passed through her mind again and again.


That hand, that hairy hand, so roughly squeezing Mary’s breast and her not minding, even seeming to like it. And his other hand . . . Cathy shivered uncontrollably. I’ll never get over the shock, she thought, never. I’ll never go there again, but what excuse can I make? She wept even more bitterly.


She was still awake hours later when Mary came up to bed, carrying a candle in a tin holder. Cathy kept her eyes firmly shut until a strange sound made her open them. Mary, wearing her nightdress, was kneeling before the fireplace which was never used and taking out a brick from the back of the grate. She put her hand in the cavity and Cathy heard the chink of money. She closed her eyes again and a moment later Mary blew out the candle and climbed into bed. Cathy drew as far away from her as she could.


The following morning Mary had gone to work when Cathy got up for school and it was easier for her to behave normally. Her mother looked at her closely.


‘I don’t know whether you’d better go to school this morning,’ she said. ‘You look like a whitewashed ghost.’


‘I’m all right, Mam, honest,’ Cathy insisted, and went to school, glad to escape from her mother’s sharp eyes.


During the following days the episode in the garden was never far from Cathy’s mind. It was her last thought before she fell asleep and the first when she woke in the morning. At times the burden of her knowledge seemed too much for her to bear and she felt that she must tell somebody – but who? Mary hersel? But Cathy shrank from putting what she had seen into words.


Not her mother or her father. She cared too much for them to distress them so much to gain relief herself. Not Josie or any of her other friends. Loyalty to Mary and distrust of her friends’ discretion kept her silent and she longed as never before for Mrs Malloy’s comfort and advice. She too had loved Mary and she might have been able to make some sense of that dreadful scene.


Sometimes the business in the garden seemed so unbelievable that Cathy felt that she must have dreamt it, then she would remember again Uncle Albert’s hand on Mary’s breast and the expression on both their faces, and she would be overwhelmed by shock and revulsion made all the more severe because of the love and admiration she had always felt for her sister.


‘You look very peaky. You’re not still brooding about Mrs Mal, are you, love?’ her mother asked anxiously. ‘Try to remember, Cath, how peaceful her end was, and how much pain she’s been spared.’


‘I know, Mam,’ Cathy said, but she felt her eyes filling with tears and took refuge in the outside lavatory to weep in private. She felt ashamed that her mother was being deceived but thankful that she was unaware of the real reason for her distress.


She dreaded Sunday and wondered how she could contrive to avoid going to Aigburth, but on the following weekend rain fell so continuously that there was no question of the girls visiting their aunt and uncle.


The next Wednesday Emily was brought to see Sally for the first time for several weeks. Sally was shocked by the change in her sister. She had become noticeably thinner, and could only sit languidly in her chair, smiling at Sally but saying little.


Sally pressed her to eat, but Emily seemed too tired to make the effort. Cathy felt nervous and self-conscious before her aunt, feeling the burden of her knowledge, but Mary seemed quite unconcerned when she arrived home and saw her aunt. When Albert arrived to take Emily home Mary stayed in the kitchen, but Cathy fled into the backyard, only returning when the carriage had driven away.


Later that evening when they were in bed, Mary said contemptuously, ‘I wish Mam wouldn’t fuss so much. It get on my nerves. All those questions about how often Aunt Emily coughed when I was at their house – as though I was keeping a log book on it!’


‘Mam’s worried about her,’ Cathy said quietly.


‘She’s worried about everything. It drives me mad. A stupid woman in Magnolia Street turns the gas on and doesn’t light it so we have to manage with candles while there’s a perfectly good gas bracket in the bedroom. You were ill when you were a child so you have to be wrapped up like an Egyptian mummy every winter, and I can’t move a step without a hundred questions.’


And that’s all that really worries you, Cathy thought cynically. She turned over and pretended to go to sleep. She wondered that Mary never noticed that she was avoiding her, or that she was never awake at night to hear the stories of her conquests, but Mary seemed oblivious to the change in Cathy’s attitude.


A few days later Mary brought home a velvet shoulder cape which she said she had bought from a girl at work for sixpence.


‘Sixpence,’ her mother said sharply. ‘It’s like new. You’ve got generous friends.’ She fingered the cape then looked searchingly at Mary. ‘Like the material you got so cheaply in the market. I was all round the market and I didn’t see anything like that at the price.’


‘I was just lucky, Mam,’ Mary said, opening her blue eyes wide. ‘And lucky that you could make it up so nice for me.’


‘Aye, lucky,’ her mother said. ‘You just watch your step, milady. If I find any of these lads have bought clothes for you there’ll be trouble, I’m warning you.’


‘Oh, Mam, I don’t know how you can think such things,’ Mary said, flouncing away with an outraged expression on her face.


Cathy watched and listened silently. A short time earlier her sympathy would have all been with Mary, and she would have been indignant that her sister was falsely accused but now she looked at Mary with different eyes. Had the cape been bought with money from the fireplace? she wondered. With part of her mind she felt ashamed that she suspected Mary, yet she was unable to forget the sight of her kneeling before her secret cache to hide money after the incident with Uncle Albert.


It was a confused and unhappy time for Cathy and sometimes her longing for her confidante, Mrs Malloy, was like a physical pain. She avoided her friends, feeling too miserable to be bothered to talk to them, and stayed in at night.


Sally’s fears for Emily were proved correct when a message came for her that her sister had coughed up blood. She hastened to The Grange immediately.


‘Even Albert is worried now,’ she reported when she came home. ‘The doctor’s arranging for Emily to go to Scarborough with a nurse/companion for a month, and I told him that she needs building up with special invalid food. That’s half the trouble, that she doesn’t eat enough, and I told Albert so, straight out.’


‘Aye, well, now he’s opened his purse strings she’ll get what she needs,’ Lawrie said. ‘Don’t worry too much, love.’


‘She looks so ill though,’ Sally said, twisting her hands nervously.


‘She’ll be better after a little break, love,’ Lawrie comforted her. ‘The air in Scarborough is very bracing, and the nurse will see she gets all she needs.’


Cathy felt guiltily relieved at the news because it solved her problem about visiting The Grange, but Mary said artlessly, ‘Uncle Albert will be very lonely, won’t he? There on his own.’


‘Don’t worry about Albert,’ her mother said grimly. ‘He can look out for himself, the same feller.’


‘He’s not on his own anyway,’ Cathy said. ‘What about Myfanwy and the cook and Mr Simmonds?’


‘Servants,’ Mary said superciliously. ‘Really, Cathy, you’re such a child.’


‘No, I’m not. I’m leaving school soon,’ she flashed, but her mother rapped on the table.


‘That’ll do! I’ve got enough on my mind without you two spitting at each other like a pair of cats.’


After that Cathy avoided Mary even more, and it was made easier by the fact that she was rarely at home in the evenings. Sally was less vigilant than usual, partly because she was so worried about Emily and partly because she had two large mourning orders in quick succession. Mary took full advantage of the situation, with different young men calling for her nearly every night. Her usual routine was to have a hurried meal after she returned from work then to spend all her time in the bedroom, preparing to dazzle the latest conquest, and only appear when the young man called.


She would then bring him in and introduce him to her mother saying airily, ‘We’re just going for a walk – a breath of fresh air.’ And the young man would be hustled out. By the time they reappeared Cathy was usually in bed, so she saw little of Mary. If their mother had been less worried and harassed she might have noticed that Cathy was avoiding her sister, and that she was miserable, but it was Lawrie who realised the state of things first. One night he brought Cathy some books and a bag of stickjaw toffee.


‘Are you feeling a bit lonely, love?’ he said gently. ‘Missing Mary now she’s out every night? Your turn will come soon, y’know, and our Mary will soon be outshone when you start on the lads.’ He tweaked her hair playfully and Cathy blushed. He thinks I’m envying her, she thought in dismay.


‘I just don’t feel like going out, Dad,’ she said. ‘It’s not that I’m missing Mary. She’s always gone out a lot.’


‘Yes, but you don’t seem to be the good mates you used to be,’ he said. ‘That four years’ difference, Cath. It didn’t matter when you were both at school. Now she’s a young lady and you’re still a schoolgirl. But it’ll change again soon. You’ll both be young ladies and you’ll have a lot to talk about again.’


Cathy was thunderstruck. Fancy Dad noticing how things are with us, yet Mary seems to think we’re just the same and even Mam hasn’t noticed anything wrong. She forced a smile.


‘It’s not that, Dad,’ she said. ‘It’s just that Ellen and Josie have had to do jobs for their mams, and I felt like staying in anyway.’ Her father nodded and picked up the books.


‘I think you’ll enjoy these, Cath. Bleak House by Mr Dickens and East Lynne by Mrs Henry Wood. You can never be lonely while you’ve got a book, I say. There’s another world between them covers.’


Cathy felt a rush of affection for her father. She flung her arms around his neck and kissed him. He hugged her.


‘Don’t grow up too soon, will you, chicken?’ he said, smiling. Nothing more was said, but afterwards Cathy made an effort to go out more and to appear more cheerful, although even to convince her father she found it impossible to warm towards Mary. Her friend Josie who lived across the road had been given a pair of roller skates by her sailor brother, and one evening Cathy and she were at Rupert Hill, taking turns to wear the skates or to be the one who ran along pulling the skater, when Mary suddenly appeared with a young man. She ignored the girls, turning her head towards the man who walked along with his arm around her waist.


Josie propped herself against the wall and stared after them.


‘Gosh, Cath, I’ll bet she didn’t take him for your Mam to look at,’ she said. ‘He’s real flashy, isn’t he?’ Cathy said nothing although she had to agree with Josie. The man was flashy. He wore a loudly checked suit and a low-crowned brown bowler hat with a curling brim. He flourished a cane in one hand while he gripped Mary round the waist with the other.


Cathy knew that Mary was supposed to be taking the ferry across the Mersey to Wallasey with Bella and Janie, but while she hesitated about saying this, Josie said critically, ‘May Beddoes says she wouldn’t take fellows home to be looked over the way your Mary does. She says your mam’s making a laughing stock of your Mary and the lads.’


Cathy’s anger flared immediately. ‘Oh, does she?’ she said. ‘Well, you can tell her from me that chance would be a fine thing. She couldn’t get the lads to go out with her, never mind get them to go to see her mam!’


‘I suppose they’re all jealous really,’ Josie said soothingly. ‘Your Mary’s so pretty and she looks a real lady, doesn’t she? I suppose your mam’s bound to worry over her.’


‘Mam says decent lads will respect Mary more because her parents watch over her,’ Cathy said.


‘I wonder will your mam make you take lads home when you start courting, Cath,’ Josie said, but Cathy laughed.


‘I’ll have the same trouble as May Beddoes,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Chance’ll be a fine thing.’


The time had come for her to leave school and although she looked forward to leaving the unpleasant Miss Mensor, she dreaded going among strangers to work.


‘Would you like to go in the tailoring?’ her mother asked her one day shortly before she left school. ‘I’ve heard there’s a job as messenger girl in Finestone’s in Crown Street. You’d go on to be trained as a tailoress and you’d always have a trade in your fingers, love.’


‘Oh, yes, I’d love it, Mam,’ Cathy said eagerly. ‘But will you come with me to ask for it?’


‘Of course. It’d be a good berth if you could get it. The girls there are nice refined sorts and they’re nearly all related. Once a girl gets a job there she speaks for her younger sisters or her cousins when they’re old enough. I only heard of the job through my sewing.’


Mr Finestone proved to be a benign old man with a flowing white beard. He wore a black skull cap.


‘You vill be a messenger girl, little von,’ he said to Cathy. ‘To you I vill pay three and sixpence a week and you vill be a goot girl and work hard, hein?’


Cathy nodded and her mother said sharply, ‘Don’t nod. Speak up, Catherine.’


The old man smiled. ‘You are nervous, little von,’ he said. ‘But all vill be vell.’


He outlined Cathy’s duties and she was glad that her mother was there to take in his words. She was overwhelmed by shyness and by the noise of the machines and the curious glances from the young men who sat cross-legged on benches, sewing rapidly.


When she started work the following Monday it was not the ordeal she expected. The girls were a pleasant harmonious group and they were all kind and helpful towards the shy little newcomer. The present messenger girl, Ada, took Cathy with her to deliver a suit to a doctor’s house in Myrtle Street, then farther afield to deliver suits to two large houses near Princes Park.


‘I’m just showing you the ropes,’ Ada explained. ‘I’ll be going on the machines next week and you’ll be doing this by yourself.’


‘But what if I can’t find the houses?’ Cathy said in dismay. Ada reassured her.


‘Don’t worry. You’ll see lots of other messenger girls when you’re out and they’ll tell you,’ she said.


Cathy found that Ada was right, and made many friends among the girls who worked for other firms. They often exchanged details about their jobs, and frequently a girl left one firm and went to another that paid a little more, but Cathy was never tempted to leave Finestones. She was happy there from the first, and gradually she forgot her woes and resumed her cheerful, carefree outlook on life. She never forgot Mrs Malloy but she remembered only the happy times they had spent together.


Her mother was happier too. The bracing air of Scarborough and the careful nursing she received made such an improvement in Emily’s health that it was decided that she would stay there until Christmas. Sally hoped that she would then return home fully restored to health.


As the winter drew on Mary was forced to spend more time indoors so that she entertained her admirers in the parlour, and Sally began to worry afresh about the number of different young men who appeared.


‘I can’t keep up with her,’ she complained to Lawrie. ‘I no sooner decide that I like a fellow than he’s cast off and a different one appears. The only steady one is Sam Glover, and I’m ashamed of the way she treats him sometimes.’


‘Never mind, love, there’s safety in numbers,’ Lawrie laughed.


‘But you know what they are round here – God knows what they’re saying about her,’ Sally said anxiously. She looked so concerned as she stood rubbing her hand over the back of the chair that Lawrie stood up and put his arm around her.


‘Now stop worrying, Sal,’ he said. ‘They’re all respectable lads. You’ll see, our Mary will soon pick one out and settle with him. She’s just looking them over.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ Sally said doubtfully.


‘She just hasn’t met the right one yet,’ Lawrie said. ‘It doesn’t hit everyone like it hit us, you know, love. Like a flash of lightning.’ The lines of worry on Sally’s face became smooth as she smiled reminiscently.


‘Aye, we knew from the first minute, didn’t we?’ she said. ‘I hope it happens like that for Cathy. Our Mary will never break her heart over anyone, but you know what Cathy’s like. I don’t want her to get hurt.’
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